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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the Jesus peoples and members of Anointed communities, wisdom schools, and Savior clubs in the first two centuries, whose voices we so long to hear and understand.




Epigraph

Many are the things that mortals,

seeing, can understand.

Without seeing, no one can tell

what the future is likely

to bring to pass.

SOPHOCLES, AJAX, LINES 1418–1420
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Foreword

by Sue Monk Kidd

You are about to read a book that possesses the potential to rewrite history, namely, the long-held “master narrative” of how Christianity came to be.

How do we perceive the founding story of Christianity? What really transpired during the first two hundred years after Jesus? Did early churches exist in the immediate aftermath of Jesus? Were there powerful, unseen dynamics behind the emergence of “Jesus groups”? Did these communities share a cohesive set of beliefs? What about women—were they “imperfect men” in need of fixing? Or boundary violators who sometimes led the way? Were “Jesus people” being martyred left and right by the Romans? Were there religious info-wars between the orthodox and the heretics? Did Christianity as we know it even exist in those pivotal two centuries?

The questions are formidable, tantalizing, disturbing, audacious, timely, and ultimately filled with hope. If I ask anything of you as you read the findings in these pages, it would be to not only allow the questions, but to love them.

* * *

On Easter Sunday, at the age of nine, I walked down the aisle of the First Baptist Church in my tiny hometown in Georgia and made what was known as a profession of faith. It was 1957, a long while ago, but that experience, along with an event immediately preceding it, occupies a prime piece of real estate in my memory. I had dressed in a lavender dress, white gloves, Mary Jane shoes, and the pièce de la résistance, a matching lavender parasol. There was something about that last accoutrement that filled me with both joy and spunk. Earlier that morning, sitting in Sunday School class, seized by a combination of boldness, mutiny, and unfettered curiosity, I had opened the parasol, revealing its magnificent purple canopy. The act was met by a sharp reproach from the teacher and my beloved parasol’s swift confiscation.

Shortly after this small kerfuffle, I strode down the aisle without my contraband where I was met by the minister, who asked a series of questions: Do you believe Jesus died for your sins? Do you believe God raised Jesus from the dead? Will you repent and accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior?

So began my religious life—in traditional, religious orthodoxy, in the beliefs and doctrines of the Baptist church of the 1950s in the American South. Yet hovering over it all was the lavender parasol, that small, prophetic moment of testing boundaries.

Throughout my adolescence and twenties, the orthodox master narrative that had been passed on to me that Easter Sunday became my lens for interpreting life. As a writer of stories, however, I’m aware that whether we’re writing them, telling them, living them, or using them as a paradigmatic way to see and understand the world, a story always has a moment when the plot thickens. In other words, something happens. Otherwise, it’s not much of a story. On the cusp of my thirtieth birthday, while reading a thin book titled Letters to a Young Poet by Rainer Maria Rilke, something happened. I came upon this profundity: “Try to love the questions.”

The words initiated me into the freedom of unknowing. I began to probe the givens and fixed concepts that had shaped me. I began to love questions more than answers. I recovered the spirit of challenging sacrosanct boundaries. You could say, I got my parasol back.

* * *

Whether your relationship to the Christian religion is deep, shallow, past, present, or nil, the way you read this book matters. If you do so while loving the questions, the book will plunge you into the freedom of unknowing. This rare state of being is what allowed the Queen in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland to believe “six impossible things before breakfast.” In our case, it will allow us to acknowledge a multitude of conclusions previously thought to be impossible because they’ve existed outside the traditional historical construct.

As our esteemed authors point out, the master narrative of the two hundred years after Jesus was conceptualized by looking back and molding events to fit the beliefs of an already established paradigm. In his book Serendipities: Language and Lunacy, Umberto Eco recounts how the thirteenth-century Italian explorer Marco Polo searched for unicorns and doggedly claimed to have found them. At the time, European culture accepted the existence of these mythical creatures. What he actually discovered were Asian rhinos, animals for which he had no image or language. Marco Polo fell victim to what Eco refers to as “background books.” These invisible books, Eco writes, are our “preconceived notions of the world, derived from our cultural tradition. In a very curious sense we travel knowing in advance what we are on the verge of discovering, because past reading has told us what we are supposed to discover.”

We see things not as they are, but as we are, the saying goes. It turns out, seeing is not believing so much as believing is seeing.

It’s questions that will save us.

* * *

When I completed this book, I felt as if I’d uncovered an invaluable mosaic that had been lost in antiquity. Each chapter is a tile, a tessera dropped into place—one by one—until a new design of history comes into view. The picture reveals an era of immense social crisis transpiring across the Mediterranean world, giving rise to disparate “Jesus groups,” an array of communities from wisdom schools to supper clubs. Displaced, oppressed, and terrorized, the people in these communities are in search of identity and belonging, of ways to resist violence, torture, and authoritarianism. They capsize the rules of gender. They create diverse documents—hidden transcripts, stories, poems, and songs that disguise their rebellion, offer them strategies and catharsis, inspire courage, and soothe their heartache. One such text, discovered in 1945 among the Nag Hammadi manuscripts, known as The Thunder: Perfect Mind, is an elegy I’ve read and reread for more than twenty years. Coming upon it within these pages was like seeing it in a thrilling new way. “I am she who exists in all fears and trembling boldness,” the divine voice in the poem proclaims. I imagine “Jesus people” reading those words almost two millennia ago and finding bravery in them, just as I have.

The world today wrestles with its own social crises—terrorism; authoritarianism; displacement; racial, gender, and ethnic oppression; climate change; global pandemics; the breakdown of religious structures. I often feel that contemporary Christianity is at a turning point and a new Christian paradigm is struggling to be born. The reimagined history set forth here opens new possibilities. It makes room for spiritual flexibility.

Theoretical physicist Stephen Hawking defined genius as “radical humility.” When you humble yourself to all that you don’t know, he explained, you open yourself to what’s possible. In that sense, and perhaps in other ways too, this book is a work of genius. I invite you into an experience of radical humility. Set aside your background books. Open your lavender umbrella. Feast on this stunning reconfiguration of history and dream with me what it means for the future.

Are you ready?




How This Book Came Into Being

The time is right for this book.

Recent, surprising historical discoveries have opened up a wide, two-hundred-year-old gap between the historical Jesus and Christianity, and what is most surprising, this has gone almost unobserved. That is what this book seeks to remedy.

The Westar Institute is a research organization dedicated to cutting-edge scholarship on history and religion while also making that research accessible to readers outside the academy. Westar held the famous Jesus Seminar in the 1980s and 1990s that investigated which sayings and stories in the Gospels were most likely from the historical Jesus. In 2013, Westar decided to launch another seminar—the Christianity Seminar (hereinafter Seminar). The proposal, to put it simply, was to study what came after Jesus. Westar unfurled what could be at least ten years of work figuring out how Christianity came into being through a seminar of intergenerational and multidisciplinary scholars. In truth, we did not know what would happen. We even thought the name was problematic but did not know what else to call it.

What happened surprised us. Within our first several years, it became clear that the missing two hundred years between Jesus and Christianity was not just a holding pattern. Those two centuries after Jesus were not full of implicit Christianness, so to speak. That period had lots of new—not Christian—innovative peoples, groups, and movements inspired by Jesus but going in many different directions.

We did not rush to conclusions but began by examining twentieth-century scholarship about the first two centuries. Scholars had been drilling test wells in what they thought was the bedrock of Christianity and coming up dry or with something altogether different from the traditions, practices, and stories they expected to see. As we continued our investigations, we often found ourselves in disagreement, but we kept working together and listening to one another. Sometimes the arguments were fierce. We researched as thoroughly as possible. We tested new models for collaboration within the academic pursuit of knowledge, sometimes taking steps forward, though sometimes, it seemed, taking a step or two back. We sought to paint a nuanced yet straightforward picture of this time period through thoughtful, constructive scholarly conversation. We did not shy away from complicated and at times contradictory scenarios. We knew from the beginning we could not get it all right because too much was unknowable. Ours was an experiment in a conscientious rewriting of a history of these first two centuries of what might be called Jesus movements, although what to call “them” or “it” turned out to be one of our thorniest problems. Most of all, we wanted to write for you, the curious public, not just for scholars like ourselves. We believe this important research should be shared with the public and trust you will find it interesting, even if at times it is surprising or even shocking.

The method of all Westar Seminars is based on collegiality. We have long been an experiment in crowd-sourcing scholarship: we believe that knowledge is produced through discussion, through collaboration. The seven-plus years of meetings were based on about sixty-five scholarly papers that were shared, read, and discussed by seminar members in front of an average of 125 members of the public. After their discussions the Westar Institute provided ballots for the seminar members and the public in attendance on the main issues of each paper. In keeping with Westar principles, all ballots and results are available on the Westar website. These ballots and papers—and the hard work of seminar members—lie behind this book. In this way it is best to consider the Seminar and its members as the authors of this book.

We invite you on a journey into the unknown between Jesus and Christianity. We trust you will find it as exciting, disturbing, and at times thrilling as we have found it.
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The Experiment

The future is not inevitable; it is often random, a matter of accidents. Ours is an experiment in historical imagination into the possibilities of the past during the first two centuries of the Common Era (CE), as the time after the birth of Jesus is called. We begin in the years after the death of Jesus and move forward with an open mind. We begin before Christianity, not assuming anything about the phenomenon that emerged well after the death of Jesus. That sounds like common sense to most historians, but in this case it is unusual and not traditionally how Christian history has been done.

This experiment relies on reading history forward. Too often, we turn to look behind us. We fall victim to the fallacy of the inevitable. Because it happened, it had to happen; we use future events to understand the past. This fallacy is a constant temptation because it scares us back into what we already know, or into what we think we know. Questions like “How did we get to where we are now?” are interested more in the present than in the past.

Reading history backwards blinds us to the open character of the future. When we approach history backwards, we are always informed by the present. Here we are, in the twenty-first century, with our diverse forms, traditions, and structures of Christianity. The question up to this point has been “How did we wind up in this place?” We look to the past, seeking our links—here are the steps that got us here; here are the causes that led to these effects, with an emphasis much more on those effects (present) than causes (past). We have been trying to construct a building from the top.

A skyscraper, however, does not begin with its observation deck.

The “master narrative” of Christianity has been the traditional way in which history was read backwards. It refers to the conventional story of early Christianity, the notion that the origins of Christianity are settled, in need of no new data. This big story is stuck in our heads, not as fact, and despite our often knowing better. Here is the basic outline of the master narrative:


	Jesus came down from heaven to establish the Christian church. He was a fantastic person whose birth marks the very beginning of civilizations. He taught the truth and did god-sized things. He handed on his complete teachings to his most loyal followers, the apostles.

	These apostles then relayed correctly to the bishops of the early churches all of the great things Jesus said and did.

	These first bishops correctly passed down Jesus’s teachings and magnificent deeds to the next two-plus centuries of bishops.

	The faithful line of bishops summarized perfectly Jesus’s teachings and acts in the fourth-century Nicene Creed, which carried full truth and authority to the twenty-first century.



As the Christianity Seminar patiently examined the available evidence, the idea that the master narrative’s assumption that “Christianity” acted as a unified, continuous early tradition in unbroken line representing a single truth made little sense. That is why members of the seminar questioned, and ultimately rejected, the master narrative of Christianity’s birth.

Much new research points to multiple and different stories of Jesus peoples (not “Christians”) in the first two centuries. The seminar’s work on these first two centuries resembles not a predestined master story but more a set of mosaic tiles in the process of being pieced together. Many pieces are still missing, and at times, some pieces pop into unexpected places. More accurately, these vibrant, many-shaped tiles work to create not one story, but many; the picture of the Jesus peoples of the first two centuries ends up more like the view inside a kaleidoscope, the tiles shifting and the picture changing with each turn of the cylinder.

The master narrative did not happen because of any cache of research. Instead, as later forms of Christianity began to be viewed as more orthodox—advocating “proper” belief and practice—this strand heavily influenced European and American societies, projecting their own power and belief systems back onto the earliest centuries. Writers of the master narrative reduced a wide variety of ideas, stories, and poetics to a simple either/or of orthodoxy or heresy. This self-serving manipulation diminished the breadth of practice and experimentation of the early Jesus peoples.

One of the core contributions of this book is its rejection of the master narrative. We do not take this preexistent narrative for granted. This examination of previous assumptions allows the reader to see clearly the many important experiments and diverse Jesus movements that have been lost in the master narrative.

Reasonable, solid construction starts with foundations. Our experiment is one of foundations, and only of foundations. So if we do not assume we know the future, what can we reconstruct about the lived experiences of diverse peoples across the ancient Mediterranean? This question is in itself an exciting historical accomplishment.

This forward-looking approach to our evidence—evidence from new places, from new sources, in unexpected material forms—soon makes an essential circumstance clear. If we stand on the ground of Rome, of Athens, of urban and rural spaces across the Mediterranean in the first two centuries CE, we do not see anything resembling contemporary “Christianity,” or, for that matter, “Christianity” as it was in the later ancient world, in the Middle Ages, or across human history. In the first two centuries, what we think of as “Christianity” did not exist.

WHAT WE DISCOVERED

What happens when we approach the first two centuries forward, rather than backwards? What happens if we start at the very beginning and see what happens from there, taking one careful step forward at a time, with minds open to an unknown, unassumed future? This groundbreaking, holistic approach yielded incredible and surprising results. The discoveries we encountered showed us, among other things, a world of Roman violence, the emergence of new genders and forms of family, and an Israel both creative and traumatized.

This framing for our experiment rests on new archaeological finds and possibilities for evidence that have dramatically opened up scholarship on the realities of the first two centuries. Ever since the discovery of the Nag Hammadi collection of ancient writings in 1945 in Egypt, which posited a much more diverse range of Jesus peoples in the early centuries after Jesus’s death, researchers have advanced new perspectives and challenged conventional views of history. The substantial breadth and depth of this ongoing research helps us see very different realities occurring within the earliest Jesus peoples. Over the past eight years, the Westar Christianity Seminar that produced this book has reviewed the research from the past thirty to forty years and has consolidated and advanced the gains made.

In this chapter we introduce six surprising new discoveries of recent scholarship. The remaining chapters lay these insights out in greater detail. These six new perspectives are important because they transform how we think about the first two centuries CE and their relationship (or not) to the later phenomenon of Christianity. The first two centuries are not an interim or structured “origin” period that allowed Christianity to get its act together. No, with these new perspectives, the first two hundred years end up being an absorbing, unfinished story or, more accurately, a series of absorbing, unfinished stories.

A significant portion of the early, varied Jesus movements did not complete their journeys or continue their unfinished processes. Many of their stories have not yet been told. These six powerful and somewhat unfinished developments from the first two centuries allow for productive historical breakthroughs, though these breakthroughs are still incomplete. Our evidence is always in fragments, and we can work to make these fragments only meaningful, rather than whole. At the same time, these breakthroughs undo the necessity of fourth-, sixteenth-, or twenty-first-century Christianity as being perceived as perfect or complete. Their viability as loosely affiliated directions does not necessitate the inevitability of Christianity. Nor do these breakthroughs assume that there is, behind them, some essence of Christianity awaiting to emerge.

These discoveries undo much of the conventional picture of the first two centuries. They do not represent a uniform portrait, and indeed they often contradict one another. But they do open the door to possibilities for reimagining who these different groups were, enabling us to see these groups and peoples more clearly.


	They Resisted the Roman Empire
A wide set of what we call Jesus clubs, movements for the Savior, communities of the Anointed, and schools of the Lord successfully resisted the Roman Empire. These peoples’ resistance against Rome often kept violence at bay and gave their people courage and an experience of safety. A key dimension of their resistance to empire was invoking God’s compassionate and strange empire, or kingdom, as later translators have it, in contrast to Rome’s cruel and dominating one. These various groups made fun of Roman military power and mocked Rome’s claim of divine power, even though they themselves had almost no power. The Empire of God challenged the Empire of Rome. Caesar Augustus as Lord conflicted with Jesus Anointed as Lord.


	They Practiced Gender Bending
A wide range of Jesus peoples practiced gender bending—that is, gender roles were fluid and flexible. One of their primary identities was that they were neither male nor female, but all were “one” through different lived, experienced realities of gender pluralism. Women, and a significant number of men, rejected both male dominance and female passivity. A wide swath of Jesus groups rejected marriage and traditional families, with the envoy Paul often leading the way. Although some Anointed groups and individuals supported male dominance and demanded female obedience to men, many men shifted toward acting more vulnerable and less domineering. Women cut their hair and dressed like men. These gendered activities and actions brokered new possibilities for identity among various Jesus peoples, well beyond the regular masculine/feminine dichotomies of the first two centuries.


	They Lived in Chosen Families
With traditional families increasingly broken and dispersed, a variety of Jesus groups started living in experimental family groups. These new family groups were voluntary; that is, they lived together increasingly outside of blood or married relationships. Whereas previously the primary relations for living arrangements were extended families of multiple generations with cousins, aunts, and uncles in the mix, Jesus people associated daily with each other according to mutual support and affection. More and more “supper clubs” became crucial and core associations of daily life. Economic sharing provided ways that members of these groups bonded. In some cases, larger housing arrangements came into play for the groups through a donor exhibiting compassion. Although most of these new kinds of families were small, occasionally a wealthy person provided larger space for bigger groups.


	They Claimed Belonging to Israel
The largest and most common identity of Jesus groups was their allegiance to Israel, regardless of whether the groups or members came from Israel-based bloodlines. This bond applied whether they lived in geographical Israel or around the Mediterranean basin. Small and large groups understood themselves to be following the God of Israel, read Israel-based holy writings, prayed and meditated according to the various Israel-based forms, bathed ritually according to Israel’s traditions, and—perhaps most of all—gave allegiance to their Israel-born teacher and leader, Jesus. Since Jesus belonged to Israel by blood and practice, the larger Jesus movements assumed and explicitly practiced Israel’s ways. But after the Bar Kokhba War (132–136 CE), the second major revolt against the Roman Empire of the people inhabiting the territory known as Roman Palestine, this allegiance was increasingly challenged.


	They Had Diverse Organizational Structures
As was the case with larger Israel itself, the many different groups, schools, clubs, and Anointed communities had a variety of practices, beliefs, and organizational patterns. These peoples had no central leadership and so had neither interest in telling nor the ability to tell the myriad groups how to practice or what to believe. The models for such organization were local and occasionally regional, and so Jesus groups generally followed the diverse club organizational rules or the varieties of synagogue practices around the Mediterranean. The idea of Christian synods and ecumenical councils lay in the distant future. As occurred both in local clubs and in synagogue patterns, it was normal for different groups to dispute with one another about practices and beliefs.


	They Had Persisting Oral Traditions
Writing did not dominate the life of the early communities of the Anointed to the same degree as surviving documents have dominated how we have imagined their life. There was nothing like the New Testament in the first two centuries CE. Throughout those centuries, Jesus peoples celebrating, arguing, and debating combined many forms of speaking and writing. Reading—as in all Mediterranean cultures—was done together publicly, especially when the few people who could read would read to a whole group. But often there was no reading. There was significant writing among the different groups, but this writing was part of a boisterous, complicated community dialogue, group reading, ritual practice, and—most of all—intense discussion. Much material overlapped Israel’s developing readings of Torah, the Prophets, and Wisdom literature, the writings increasingly being set apart, designated as particularly meaningful for the life and identity of these peoples. Other writings were letters between communities, partially developed stories, and songs from within communities. Important writing was also done through a few words etched in stone and referenced as rules or statutes for Jesus clubs and associations.




These short descriptions of the Seminar’s six major discoveries about the first two centuries of Jesus peoples show how dramatic the results of this experiment are. At the end of the second century, a wide range of possibilities and combinations of organization and meaning making were on the table. Our experiment is to explore the what, who, how, and why of those first two centuries, and to let these unique presences unfold in their astonishing variety. With this approach, we aim to deepen the understanding of the eclectic range of experiences, ideas, stories, and poetics that have been edited out of history, allowing ourselves to consider the breadth of practice and experimentation of the early Jesus movements. Walking forward in this way enables us to reconstruct the diverse experiments in identity, power, and belonging by those seeking to live in an Empire of God while negotiating the Empire of Rome. These major shifts in how to think about the first two centuries of the Common Era also suggest changes in how people see themselves and the world today. We welcome and encourage such reimaginations.

Papers Relevant to This Chapter by Seminar Participants

BeDuhn, Jason, Lillian Larsen, Nina Livesey, Brandon Scott, Hal Taussig, and Erin K. Vearncombe (the Christianity Seminar Steering Committee). “Summary, Westar ‘Christianity Seminar’ Trade Book on the Period 25–211 CE of ‘Early Christ People’; Content and Organization of Book: Product of Six Years of Seminar Research, Debate, Papers, Specific and Focused Seminar Session Spring 2018, and Three Years of Work by Seminar Steering Committee.” Spring 2019.

Dewey, Arthur, Joanna Dewey, Lillian Larsen, Celene Lillie, and Jeffrey Robbins. “Individual Responses to ‘Rewriting the First Two Centuries of Early Christ Movements: An Introduction.’” Spring 2018.

Taussig, Hal. “Rewriting the First Two Centuries of Early Christ Movements: An Introduction.” Spring 2018.
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If Not Christian, What?

When we survey the first two centuries of the Common Era, we find a great variety of people who are loyal to Jesus in different ways and to different degrees, addressing Jesus with a variety of titles. These peoples organized themselves into communities, clubs, groups of followers, and schools. Meals were their primary social engagement. They called themselves a variety of names: the Enslaved of God, the body of the Anointed, brothers and sisters, the Way—the list is extensive. They strongly identified with the traditions of Israel and often thought of themselves as part of Israel.

These peoples had no single name for themselves but a variety of names, and sometimes no name. The use of the term “Christian” was very rare, with no certain occurrence in the first century. Our first challenge, then, is figuring out what to call them, given that they did not call themselves “Christian” or “Christians.” Previous scholarship has sometimes understood this problem but has never addressed it; the name “Christian” is still used to identify these diverse peoples, even with the acknowledgment that the word does not apply. We put a lot of importance in names, especially when we are trying to understand something. Naming something helps us to know it. If we try to name these peoples more accurately, our understanding of them may change dramatically.

Figuring out what to call these various groups and clubs requires us to answer three primary questions:


	What does the word “Christian” mean?

	What did it mean and how was it used in the first two centuries?

	What did these communities call themselves?



WHAT DOES THE WORD “CHRISTIAN” MEAN?

“Christian” in contemporary English refers to “one who believes or professes the religion of Christ; an adherent of Christianity,” according to the Oxford English Dictionary, generally considered the authoritative historical dictionary of the English language. This definition, which is still current in the latest online version of the OED, was written by the dictionary’s first editor, James Murray, in 1889 and has not changed since. The OED definition is nearly identical to the definitions of “Christian” in the current editions of the Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dictionary (2020) and the American Heritage Dictionary (2012). What is even more impressive is that Murray’s OED definition is nearly identical to Samuel Johnson’s definition of 1755 in his A Dictionary of the English Language, the first English dictionary: “professor of the religion of Christ.” This consistency indicates a very stable definition from Johnson in 1755 to today. The definition represents a certain common sense; of course “Christian” has to do with “Christ” and the religion of Christ.

As obvious as this contemporary definition may seem, it will not work for the first two centuries of the Common Era. This definition assumes an identifiable phenomenon called Christianity. But those who were loyal to Jesus had not yet definitely broken off from Israel to form separate associations or groups, much less a new religion. Also, the Greek word usually translated as “Christian”—christianos—has a very particular meaning in the first two centuries, a meaning that we lose when we transliterate, rather than translate.

The (now) English adjective “Christian” is not a translation of the Greek, but a transliteration. Transliteration means representing one language system in the terms and tools of another language system. “Christian” approximates the letters of the original language (Greek: Χριστιανός) in the letters of the Latin alphabet, that is, the Greek letter chi (Χ) is transliterated as “Ch”; the Greek letter rho (ρ), as “r”; and so on. This transliteration, rather than translation, of “Christian” does not tend to strike us as strange, but it should. The Greek word christianos is made up of two parts. Christos is a translation of the Hebrew word messiah, meaning “anointed with oil.” In Israel, kings, prophets, and priests were anointed with oil. The Anointed One was the king; this term therefore had explicit, unavoidable political overtones. Proclaiming someone messiah or christos—an anointed one, a king of Israel—was bound to catch Rome’s attention, and not in a good way.

The second part of “Christian” is the suffix -ian, which means “belongs to the party of.” This suffix is used in both Greek and Latin with this meaning. The Gospel of Mark refers to the Herodians, or those who belong to the party of Herod, as among those who plot against Jesus: “And the Pharisees, having gone out, immediately held counsel with those who belonged to the party of Herod against him, concerning how to destroy him” (Mark 3:6).1 Understood in these terms, the translation of the Greek christianos into English is straightforward: “One who belongs to the party of the Anointed.”

When the word began to be used in Latin, instead of translating the Greek word, it was transliterated; that is, Latin writers simply used the Latin alphabet for the Greek letters. Christianos in Greek became christianus in Latin. “Anointed” or “oiled” in Latin is a very different word: unctus. The transliteration christianos to christianus looks simple, but it means that the new Latin word is now a foreign word. Christianus has no meaning in Latin, not a meaning like “anointed” or “oiled.” It becomes a loanword by transliteration, as umbrella (from Italian), ballet (French), and avatar (Sanskrit) are loanwords, that is, words integrated into one language from another, without translation (Greek to Latin, or Italian to English).

The English word “Christian” meaning “one who believes or professes the religion of Christ; an adherent of Christianity” is far from the Greek meaning of “one who belongs to the party of the Anointed.” The process of transliteration from Greek involved a loss of original meaning and the invention of new meaning. Change in the meanings of words is a natural feature of languages, signed and spoken; languages are dynamic, describing the realities they attempt to communicate; and, as descriptive, languages are flexible and accommodating. Our “new meaning” of “Christian” is not bad or wrong; it is just a change. If we want to understand the many Jesus associations and groups of the first two centuries, though, we need to use and understand words in the ways that they were used and understood in those contexts during the first two centuries.

We will encounter and grapple with the significance of transliteration in our interpretation of ancient phenomena in different ways throughout this book. In this chapter, we are wrestling with the word christos as naming an anointed king of Israel. Other important transliterations we will encounter include “baptism” (a word that refers to “bathing” or “dipping” in Greek, see Chapter 12) and “heresy” (a word that simply means “choice,” rather than some form of false belief or deviance, see Chapter 13).

WHAT DID IT MEAN AND HOW WAS IT USED IN THE FIRST TWO CENTURIES?

The New Testament’s twenty-seven books contain approximately 138,015 words in Greek. “Approximately” may be surprising, but in fact ongoing work with ancient textual variation and with newly discovered fragments of canonical writings has shown that the collection called the New Testament is not as fixed as we might think. Among those approximately 138,015 words, christianos is found only three times. A comparison with other important words in the New Testament is revealing:


	“Jesus” is found 1,002 times

	“Mary” is found 54 times

	“Israel” is found 71 times

	“Judean/Jew” (the same word in Greek) is found 147 times

	“Disciples/students” (the same word in Greek) is found 241 times

	“Paul” is found 169 times

	“Believer(s)/those who trust” (the same word in Greek) is found 65 times



The word christianos never appears in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John. Nor does it appear in the letters of Paul. Thus, apparently it is not a significant word in the vocabulary of the movement associated with those who belong to the party of the Anointed.

Three Uses in the New Testament

1. Acts of the Apostles 11:25–26

The first occurrence of the word christianos in the New Testament is often quoted in scholarship and popular discussion. It occurs in the Acts of the Apostles, the sequel to the Gospel of Luke that tells the story of the development of Jesus groups across the ancient Mediterranean. Following the ancient Greek meaning of the word, we translate christianos as “those who belong to the party of the Anointed.”


And going to Tarsus to look for Saul, Barnabas, when he had found him, brought him to Antioch. For an entire year they met with the assembly and taught a great many people, and it was in Antioch that the students were first called those who belong to the party of the Anointed. (Acts 11:25–26)



Christianos is not used in the surrounding story, and the sentence is an aside, almost a throwaway comment. The idea is not picked up again; the sentence seems to play no role in the narrative. The passive construction, “were called,” suggests that the word is used by others. Translated in its first- and second-century context as “those who belong to the party of the Anointed,” Christianos is not a term used by members of the groups, the insiders, but by those outside the group.

Notice the difference in meaning when “those who belong to the party of the Anointed” is used instead of the traditional transliteration “Christians.” If we read this passage from Acts and use “Christians” for the Greek word, the traditional transliteration makes it sound as though this event in Antioch marks the coming out of the Christian religion. But our translation has a different sense. In Antioch the students of the Anointed were first called “those of the party of the Anointed.” It notices an important shift in perception from “students” to “party.” The passage sounds different and has a very different meaning, read in translation.

2. Acts of the Apostles 26:27–29

In Paul’s final trials before he is sent to Rome, he comes before King Herod Agrippa II, the last Herodian king and a client ruler of the Roman emperor. The king is also a follower of the traditions of Israel and parries a question from Paul about whether he, the king, believes in the prophets of Israel. Paul is convinced he does; Agrippa’s belief is not called into question. Paul is really asking a question about whether Agrippa believes Jesus fulfills the prophecies of Israel’s prophets:


[Paul said,] “King Agrippa, do you trust the prophets? I know that you have trust.” Agrippa said to Paul, “Are you so quickly persuading me to become one who belongs to the party of the Anointed?” Paul replied, “Whether quickly or not, I pray to God that not only you but also all who are listening to me today might belong such as I do—except for these chains.” (Acts 26:27–29)



This second occurrence of the Greek word christianos provides more context for how the word functioned. In the standard modern translations, Agrippa asks Paul, “Are you so quickly persuading me to become a Christian?” The modern reader understands this transliteration to mean, “Are you trying to persuade me to convert to Christianity?” But our translation provides a different, more historically accurate meaning. Agrippa questions Paul, “Are you asking me, a client of the emperor Augustus, to join the party of the Anointed King of Israel?” That question is not only very different, but much more politically threatening and dangerous. The fact that Paul is in chains in this passage, on trial before Agrippa, highlights the political threat.

This translation also makes more sense in the context of the story. Paul does not claim that he is “Christian” in any part of his trial. Rather, he asserts his continuity with the people of Israel. He belongs to the party of the Anointed, commissioned to spread the word of the Anointed to Israel and the nations alike; he is not a “Christian.” The transliteration makes no sense in Acts.

3. First Peter 4:14–16

The third occurrence of christianos in the New Testament comes in the First Letter of Peter. This letter was written in a context of persecution by the Roman state.


If you are reviled for the name of the Anointed, you are blessed, because the spirit of glory, which is the Spirit of God, is resting on you. But let none of you suffer as a murderer, a thief, a criminal, or even as a mischief maker. Yet if any of you suffers as one who belongs to the party of the Anointed, do not consider it a disgrace, but glorify God because you bear this name. (1 Pet. 4:14–16)



While bearing the name of the Anointed, the letter writer asserts, members of this community will not be charged by the officials as murderers or thieves, that is, as common criminals, but as those who belong to the party of the Anointed. “Belonging to the party of the Anointed” is, from the magistrate’s point of view, a criminal offense. Israel’s kings were known as Anointed Ones; the word has clear political implications. Belonging to the party of the Anointed is therefore a threat to Rome’s power.

Letters of Pliny and Trajan

Another early usage of christianos, at least as early as those in the New Testament, if not earlier, occurs in the early first century correspondence between Pliny (known historically as Pliny the Younger), a well-connected governor of a remote Roman province, and his superior, the emperor Trajan. They are writing about how to process those people Pliny calls christiani. This correspondence is in Latin, not Greek, so where the term appears, it is a transliteration from the Greek alphabet to the Latin.

Pliny writes describing his practice of dealing with christiani and asking for the emperor’s guidance. When encountering the words “Christians” or “Christ” in the translation below, imagine the appropriate transliteration, christiani or christus, instead:


It is my custom to refer all my difficulties to you, Sir, for no one is better able to resolve my doubts and to inform my ignorance. I have never been present at an examination of Christians. Consequently, I do not know the nature or the extent of the punishments usually meted out to them . . . For the moment, this is the line I have taken with all persons brought before me on the charge of being Christians. I have asked them in person if they are Christians, and if they admit it, I repeat the question a second and third time, with a warning of the punishment awaiting them. If they persist, I order them to be led away for execution . . . There have been others similarly fanatical who are Roman citizens. I have entered them on the list of persons to be sent to Rome for trial.

. . . I considered that I should dismiss any who denied that they were or ever had been Christians when they had repeated after me a formula of invocation to the gods and had made offerings of wine and incense to your statue (which I had ordered to be brought into court for this purpose along with the images of the gods) and furthermore had reviled the name of Christ . . .

. . . They declared that the sum total of their guilt or error amounted to no more than this: they had met regularly before dawn on a fixed day to chant verses alternately among themselves in honor of Christ as if to a god, and also to bind themselves by oath . . . to abstain from theft, robbery and adultery, to commit no breach of trust and not to deny a deposit when called upon to restore it. After this ceremony it had been their custom to disperse and reassemble later to take food of an ordinary, harmless kind . . . This made me decide it was all the more necessary to extract the truth by torture from two slave-women . . . I found nothing but a degenerate sort of cult carried to extravagant length. (Letters 10.96)2



This translation from the Loeb Classical Library, considered in scholarship as the standard translation of ancient writings, employs the translation convention of “Christian,” which we have seen is problematic. But this letter is in Latin, not Greek. The transition to Latin is where the transliteration problem originates. So, how did Pliny and Trajan understand this word? They clearly did not think it meant “Christian” in the sense of the Oxford English Dictionary.

Both Pliny and Trajan know this word; they do not have to explain it to each other. Belonging to this group is sufficient to be accused of breaking Roman law and being judged or punished by Rome, punished even by death. Pliny is enquiring of the emperor Trajan whether he is following correct procedure, like a good bureaucrat.

If the meaning of the Greek word christianos, “one who belongs to the party of the Anointed,” is straightforward, the meaning of the Latin transliteration is less so. As we have seen, Greek christos is a translation of Hebrew messiah, both meaning “anointed.” Neither Greeks nor Romans anoint their rulers, but whereas the Greeks translated the Hebrew, the Latins transliterated the Greek. Why?

Roman writers probably understood christus in Latin as the name or title of an individual. They recognized it as a foreign-sounding word, connected with strange superstitions from Israel, a place of continued rebellion. As the name originated in this place of rebellion, they probably recognized it as signaling rebellion or resistance, for which they were on the lookout with those connected to Israel’s traditions.

There is one more possibility. Christus could be sounded as chrestus in Latin, which means “the good one.” There is one important support for this possibility. The Roman historian and senator Tacitus, writing around 116 CE, shortly after Pliny’s letter to Trajan, describes the great fire in Rome during the reign of Nero. Tacitus mentions chrestiani and christus. The confusion of i and e in Latin is common.

Tacitus also notes that this “degenerate cult”—the word “cult” here also potentially translated with an ancient meaning of “superstition”—had arisen first in Judea, a clear indication that it was Judean and then spread to Rome, “where all things horrible or shameful in the world collect and find a vogue,” according to Tacitus (Tacitus was an upper-class snob).3 As much as he hates Nero, he hates these foreign superstitions even more. Referring to the adherents of christus as degenerate and as superstitious are stereotypes that Pliny also uses. Furthermore, these stereotypes are often used by Roman writers in reference to Judeans. The orator Cicero, for example, refers to certain Judean practices as “outlandish superstition” and to Judeans as mass crowds, close-knit throngs prone to disruptive behaviors. Defying the will of the “crowd” of Judeans “that on occasion sets our public meetings ablaze” is “the height of responsibility” to Cicero, an act of public interest. Jerusalem, he states, is a city of “suspicion and slander” (Pro Flacco 67–68).4

Tacitus ties the term christianus to the traditions of Israel. He is making a distinction within various types of Judeans. Christianus is a type of Judean; any further meaning of “belonging to the party of the Anointed” or of “the good ones” is actually irrelevant to Tacitus. The association with Judea is enough. The transliteration of christianos (Greek) to christianus (Latin) is significant because it signals a Judean provenance, an association with a people of rebellion and resistance. “Christian,” in Latin, refers to yet another troublesome group from the eastern Mediterranean. The meaning has nothing to do with who they are, but where they come from, and their resulting potential to cause trouble.

The Importance of Dating

In tracing this history of the term “Christian” and the political and cultural attitudes toward these people during the first two centuries, it’s important to pinpoint when this shift began. To this point we have sidestepped the thorny and controversial issue of dating these early writings. But we can avoid it no more. The one date we know for sure is that Pliny was governor of the province of Bithynia between 111 and 113 CE. Pliny’s governorship fixes the date of the Pliny-Trajan correspondence.

Traditionally, the Acts of the Apostles was understood as written by Luke, a follower of Paul. Since Acts does not record Paul’s death, it was likely written before Paul’s death (ca. 62–64 CE) and therefore in the late 50s CE. First Peter was taken as written by the
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