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      THE NATIVITY

      Prologue

      Old Christmas – New Christmas

      Christmas is no longer what it used to be. It has lost its religious significance in many parts of the Western world and has
         become the climax of a season of overspending, overeating and uncontrolled merrymaking. The new Christmas mirrors its pagan
         predecessor which celebrated the winter solstice. Christmas is the children’s favourite festival of the year and for the grown-ups
         it is a time for indulging in sweet old-time memories.

      My earliest recollections take me back further than I care to think, to the happy days before the Second World War. I was
         four years old. My parents, like many assimilated Hungarian Jews before Hitler appeared on the horizon, wanted their little
         boy to share the seasonal jollification of their Christian friends and neighbours. (Today in progressive Jewish circles the
         Festival of Lights or Hanukkah has become a substitute Christmas, humorously nicknamed Hanukmas, Chrismukkah or Chrisnukkah.)
         Hungarian children in those days believed that Christmas presents were brought to them by the Little Jesus or Jézuska, who made his rounds on the evening of 24th December, and placed the gifts under the decorated Christmas tree which was delivered
         from heaven by little angels. I was warned to resist curiosity, for should I peep into the sitting room from my quarters,
         the angels would be frightened away and that would be goodbye to presents and sweets. I remember how greatly I was tempted to investigate the noises coming from
         the living room while I was having my afternoon siesta, but wise by nature from the start, I overcame temptation. Then in
         the evening I was allowed to enter. What a glorious sight it was: the tree with its real candles and little sparklers, which
         burst into hundreds of bright stars when lit with a match. And there were presents galore, more than I could count. Singing
         was heard from the street. The doorbell rang and a group of working-class children inquired whether they might bring in their
         ‘Bethlehem’, a cardboard crib in which Mary, Joseph and Jesus shared the stable with an ox and a donkey. One of the boys carried
         the star of Bethlehem on a rod, and other children played the angels, the shepherds and the three kings. Their labour was
         rewarded with bits of chocolate and a few pennies. Everything was charming and delightful; a naive religious aura filled the
         place. The red-suited Santa Claus or Father Christmas did not exist. We had ‘Uncle’ or ‘Saint’ Nicholas instead, who visited
         the children much earlier in the month: on the evening of 5th December and stuffed their stockings with goodies. To teach
         them not to misbehave, he beat with a stick a young companion who played the devil.

      A year later matters became slightly more sophisticated in the Vermes household. By then I had learned how to write with capital
         letters from the headlines of the many newspapers which filled our home, and I used the newly acquired skill to provide ‘little
         Jesus’ with a list of toys and books I hoped he would supply. My father, a journalist, put the letter, addressed to ‘Jesus
         in heaven’, into his jacket pocket and promised to drop it into the letter-box at the street corner a few days before Christmas.
         Then catastrophe struck. I did something naughty, I can no longer remember what, and my father decided to teach me a lesson. He fiddled with
         the knobs of his primitive radio set, his means of communication with the upper world, and to my utmost consternation, he
         pulled my letter out of his pocket. To punish me for my mischief, little Jesus returned the message to the sender. I burst
         into tears and firmly promised to amend my ways. Pardon was granted and the much-hoped-for presents somehow materialized.

      My wife’s early Christmas recollections are of a quite different kind. Though numbering a Jew among her great-grandparents,
         she grew up in Cracow in a strictly Polish Catholic setting. In her world Christmas was not associated with large presents. Those had been delivered by Saint Nicholas during the night of 5th December. (I remember from my student days that
         in Belgium, too, Saint Nicholas was the chief gift giver, and I gather that in the Netherlands children expect this benevolent
         ancient bishop of Myra from Asiatic Turkey to arrive by ship from Spain.) The Christmas pleasure of Polish youngsters came
         from preparing the Christmas tree and attaching to it sweets, oranges, apples and shiny baubles. Less pleasurable were the
         duties imposed on them by their parents to apologize for all the naughtiness of the past year – promises that they would be
         well behaved in the future and to convey specific good wishes to each member of the family. But then came the crowning glory
         of Christmas Eve, a sumptuous meal of twelve courses, accompanied – in other Polish families – by large doses of alcohol among
         the grown-ups, many of whom found themselves under the influence by the time they had to set off to church to attend midnight
         mass.

      As he remembers it, the experience of the junior member of the family, Ian Vermes, born in Oxford in 1990, does not resemble either mine or his mother’s. In the true British way, his Christmas was celebrated on 25th December
         and not on Christmas Eve, as was the case on the continent. At the age of three and a half he was waiting with burning excitement
         for the moment when on Christmas morning he could burst into the sitting room and rip the shiny wrapping paper off the many
         presents left for him not by little Jesus, but by an avuncular white-bearded Santa Claus. The Christmas tree, adorned not
         with wax candles but with electric lights, held no mystery for him. He never heard that it had been brought to him by angels:
         he himself helped the previous day to prepare it. A year later even the Father Christmas mystique suffered a deadly blow.
         Ian, unable to withstand curiosity, quietly crept downstairs from his bedroom late in the evening of 24th December and discovered
         his mother and me wrapping up the presents and placing them under the Christmas tree. For years he continued to pretend that
         he believed in Father Christmas, and sent him detailed shopping lists, stating the exact price of the various items in order
         to ensure that Santa had with him enough money to make all the purchases. His Christmas had become like that of most children
         in these days: the expectation of toys, videos, DVDs and computer games as seen advertised day in, day out, on television.
         Now at the age of sixteen he likes to think of himself as an agnostic scientist and claims that he has never associated Christmas
         with anything religious. 25th December is simply the great day of the increasingly lavish annual bonanza.

      But what actually lies behind the feast of the Nativity? To discover the origins of Christmas we must examine the main records
         that the New Testament places at our disposal – the Infancy Gospels of Matthew and Luke – and endeavour to squeeze the truth out of them. This truth, as we shall see, belongs only very slightly to history and mostly
         derives from man’s hopeful and creative religious imagination.
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      The Nativity in Christian imagination
 and in the Gospels

      There are three versions of the Nativity play. Churchgoers of all ages are familiar with the first. It is regularly sketched,
         Christmas after Christmas, in sermons preached from the pulpit. It can be found and admired on the great Nativity canvasses
         lovingly created by Christian artists over the centuries. One sees a bearded old man walking beside a donkey on whose back
         a heavily pregnant young woman rides. The towers of Bethlehem are faintly visible in the distance. In the crowded city the
         inns are packed and Joseph, after much toing and froing and searching can discover only a modest shed in the neighbourhood
         for Mary to give birth to her son. The newborn Jesus is laid by his mother in the manger between a cow and an ass. Old Joseph
         observes the scene with benevolent and detached admiration. Local shepherds are alerted by an angel and learn about the arrival
         in the world of the Saviour of the Jews. Soon three kings approach, robed in glorious apparel. They have been led from the
         far-distant Orient via Jerusalem to Bethlehem by a mysterious star. At the royal palace they inquire where the recently born
         king of the Jews can be seen. First no one knows. So on the advice of experts summoned by Herod the kings are sent to Bethlehem
         and with the help of the reappearing star they find the stable, greet and worship Jesus, and offer him regal presents. The curtain falls: end of act one.

      Like a child’s fairy tale, the Christmas story consists of an admixture of the charming and the dreadful. In act two, generally
         not featured in Nativity plays, sweetness and joy suddenly vanish and disaster looms on the horizon when bloodthirsty Herod
         enters the fray. Realizing that the kings have tricked him and slipped out of the country, Herod lets loose his cruel soldiers
         on the infant boys of Bethlehem. They all perish – from newborn babes to toddlers – except the child who has made Herod so
         anxious.

      Suddenly the scene changes again. Joseph falls asleep and dreams of an angel, who sounds the alarm: father, mother and child
         must flee at once. Again we see the old man on the road, accompanied by his faithful donkey, but this time it carries the
         baby and his mother. Cleverly avoiding Herod’s frontier guards, they escape from Judaea and reach the safe haven of Egypt,
         the land of the Nile.

      In the last act the scenario gets slightly bogged down. The final phases of the drama become hazy. We are presented with the
         circumcision of Jesus and with his presentation in the Temple of Jerusalem, but do not learn when these things happened in
         relation to the escape to Egypt. Nor is the reason and the time of Jesus’ move to peaceful Galilee and a happy childhood specified.

      The Christian mind does not seem to be greatly bothered by these matters. Its perspective is compact and its chronological
         framework is foreshortened. For the ordinary faithful all the happenings are squeezed together between Christmas and Candlemas.
         According to the liturgy of the Church, Jesus was born on 25th December. The innocents of Bethlehem were murdered three days
         later. Jesus was circumcised on 1st January. In my Oxford University diary New Year’s day is still designated as the feast of the circumcision, but sadly in the Roman Catholic missals,
         revised after the Second Vatican Council, a solemnity of Mary, Mother of God, has been substituted for the old Latin rite’s
         Circumcisio Domini (The circumcision of the Lord) and in consequence the Gospel reading, ‘And at the end of eight days, when he was circumcised,
         he was called Jesus’ has disappeared from the day’s service. Jesus and Mary (and maybe Joseph) visited the Temple on 2nd February.
         So the Egyptian episode must have taken place between late December and the beginning of February and the trip to Galilee
         immediately followed. Everything becomes neat and tidy except… most of this is legend or fiction.

      With all due respect to Christian tradition, some of the essentials of the extended Christmas complex are a million miles
         away from fact and reality. For instance, the chances that Jesus was born on 25th December are 1 in 365 (or 366 in leap years).
         This date was invented by the Western church – as late as the fourth century under the emperor Constantine – as a way to replace
         the pagan festival of the Unvanquished Sun, and is first attested, to be precise, in a Roman calendar in AD 334.1 Most Eastern Christians celebrate Jesus’ birth or manifestation to the world on the feast of Epiphany (6th January), while
         according to the second-century Church Father Clement of Alexandria other oriental communities commemorated the event on 21st
         April or 20th May (Stromateis [Miscellanea] 1:21).

      In our search for clarification let us begin by eliminating the three features of the traditional depiction of Christmas which
         are without written antecedents in the New Testament. Try as you may, you will find nothing in the Gospels to suggest that
         Joseph, repeatedly referred to as the father of Jesus, was an old man. We know nothing about his age, when he was born or even when he died. The idea of an elderly Joseph
         derives from an apocryphal Gospel, the Protoevangelium of James the Brother of the Lord. In it he is described as a widower
         of advanced years who had sons and daughters from a previous marriage. These are then the members of the household of Joseph
         and Mary, whom the New Testament designates as the brothers and sisters of Jesus.

      Neither do the Gospels contain any allusion to the friendly beasts, the ox and the ass, sharing the stable with Jesus. The
         imagery of these animals is borrowed from the prophet Isaiah, ‘The ox knows its owner, and the ass its master’s crib; but
         Israel does not know, my people does not understand’ (Isa 1:3). The Church saw in this passage the prefiguration of the later
         rejection of Christ by the Jewish people.

      Finally, the New Testament nowhere suggests that the oriental visitors who followed the star to Bethlehem were kings. The
         Greek text of Matthew designates them not as rulers or even ‘wise men’, but as magoi, ‘Magi’ or magicians (see p. 110). The upgrading of these eastern astrologers to the royal dignity is due to another artificial
         association of an Old Testament text with this episode of the Infancy Gospel. A passage taken from the Book of Isaiah reads,
         ‘And nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your rising’ (Isa 60:3). It is completed by another
         verse a few lines further down in the same chapter of the same book, ‘They shall bring gold and frankincense, and shall proclaim
         the praise of the Lord’ (Isa 60:6). Nor is it anywhere written that there were three kings. This figure is no doubt deduced from the number of gifts listed in Matthew, ‘gold and frankincense and myrrh’ (Mt
         2:11), with the assumption that one present was offered by each visitor.

      The two other Christmas pictures are inspired by the New Testament. The first, arising from Matthew’s Infancy narrative, begins
         with the genealogical table of Jesus (Mt 1:1–17), and is followed by Joseph’s intention to divorce the pregnant Mary (Mt 1:18–19).
         His plan is altered when he is reassured by an angel in a dream that his fiancée’s condition is due to the miraculous intervention
         of the Holy Spirit (Mt 1:20). Indeed, the virgin birth is the fulfilment of a prophecy of Isaiah (Mt 1:22–23). Joseph gives
         credence to this dream-revelation, marries Mary and takes her to his home (Mt 1:24–25).

      Jesus’ arrival in this world is marked by the apparition of a star on the eastern horizon which leads the ‘wise men’ of the
         Orient to Jerusalem (Mt 2:1–2). They go to the royal palace to find out the whereabouts of the newly born king of the Jews
         (Mt 2:3). The astounded Herod consults the Jewish chief priests who identify Bethlehem as the predicted birthplace of the
         expected Messiah in conformity with a prophecy by Micah 5:2 (Mt 2:4–6). Herod then extracts from the Magi the time of the
         first apparition of the star and cannily requires them to share with him whatever they learn about the child (Mt 2:7–8). With
         the help of the star the Magi find Jesus, and pay homage to him before, in accordance with the instruction they receive in
         a dream, they return home without retracing their steps to Jerusalem (Mt 2:9–12).

      Once more Joseph is instructed by an angel in yet another dream to promptly take Jesus to Egypt in order to escape the massacre
         of the male children of Bethlehem, decreed by the jealous and enraged Herod, in fulfilment of the prophecy about Rachel, the
         wife of the Patriarch Jacob, lamenting the loss of her children in Jeremiah 31:15 (Mt 2:13–18). On the death of the king the same angel, in a penultimate
         dream, orders Joseph to return to the land of Israel, thus bringing to realization another prediction (Hos 11:1), which announces
         that God will call his Son out of Egypt (Mt 2:19–21). However, when Joseph learns that Archelaus has succeeded Herod, his
         father, in Jerusalem, a final dream revises the previous instruction and directs him to take up residence in Galilee. An unidentified
         prophecy, ‘He shall be called a Nazarene’, is cited to explain Jesus’ association with Nazareth (Mt 2:22–23).

      In the third version of the events of the Nativity, Luke has a substantially different story to tell. It contains two annunciations.
         In the first, the elderly priest Zechariah, resident in Judaea, is informed by the angel Gabriel that his aged and sterile
         wife Elizabeth will miraculously give birth to a son, John the Baptist (Lk 1:5–25). This is followed by a further message
         by the same Gabriel to Mary, an engaged virgin living in Nazareth, that she will conceive and bear Jesus, and that it is no
         more difficult for God to make her pregnant and keep her a virgin than to allow her kinswoman Elizabeth to give birth to a
         son in her old age (Lk 1:26–38). Mary at once visits Elizabeth in Judaea and stays with her until the birth of John the Baptist
         (Lk 1:39–80). She then travels back to Nazareth, only to take to the road again within a few weeks. The census ordered by
         the emperor Augustus is given as the explanation of the journey of Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem, where Jesus is born in an
         animal shelter outside the city of David, the town’s hostels being filled to the brim by crowds of people arriving to register
         (Lk 2:1–7). The newborn child is greeted by local shepherds, and by a heavenly choir singing glory to God (Lk 2:8–20). Eight
         days later, in conformity with Jewish law, Jesus is circumcised, and on the fortieth day following his birth he is taken to the Temple and
         the ceremony of the redemption of the firstborn is performed, while his mother completes the purification ritual obligatory
         after giving birth to a male offspring. In the sanctuary Jesus is recognized by two old worshippers as the Messiah of the
         Jews and the redeemer of the Gentiles (Lk 2:25–38). Their religious duties accomplished, Joseph, Mary and the infant immediately
         return to Nazareth, their original home town (Lk 2:39–40).

      The nature of the material determines the form that our investigation will take. Matthew and Luke seldom furnish the same
         information in the same order. Sometimes the themes are not unlike in substance, but most frequently the two evangelists offer
         totally independent data. As a parallel or ‘synoptic’ approach to the birth accounts is in consequence not feasible, I will
         deal with the problems as they emerge one after another from the Infancy Gospels of Matthew and Luke.
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      The enigma of the Infancy Gospels

      The infancy narratives out of which the traditional Christmas story has arisen constitute a major oddity in the Gospels. They
         are not attested by all the sources. Only two evangelists felt it necessary to place a very peculiar kind of birth account
         in front of their theologically motivated biography of Jesus. Neither the oldest nor the most recent of the Gospels contains
         any reference to the temporal entry of their hero into the world.

      Mark, whose work was most probably completed around AD 70, goes without any preamble in medias res, and starts straight away with the public appearance of John the Baptist, to be almost immediately followed by the story
         of the baptism of Jesus. He reports nothing about the historical and geographical circumstances of the birth of Jesus or of
         his family background and early life. The same is true about the Gospel of John, finally formulated probably in the first
         decade of the second century, give or take a few years. It has nothing to convey about the earthly beginnings of Christ, except
         that in some way they were connected to the ministry of a man named John – John the Baptist – but supplies in its magnificent
         Prologue a mystical-philosophical insight into the eternal preexistence of the Logos, the creative Word of God, that in the fullness of time and for a brief moment appeared in human shape in the person of Jesus to reveal God to mankind.

      Matthew and Luke, whose Gospels are thought to have been published in the final two decades of the first century (AD 80–100), appended their birth stories as an introductory supplement to their compilation. The Infancy Gospels stand on their
         own. All four evangelists begin their main story with an adult Jesus, (in his thirties, according to Lk 3:23), coming from
         nowhere and suddenly stepping into the limelight in AD 29, in the fifteenth year of the emperor of Rome, Tiberius.

      In chronicling Jesus’ infancy, Matthew and Luke agree only on a few basic points. The names of the protagonists are the same.
         The place of birth, the date and the permanent address of the family are identical in both accounts. They also claim, each
         in his own way, that the pregnancy of Mary was out of the ordinary. But on most other details they completely differ.

      Regarding the contradictions between Matthew and Luke, the names of the ancestors of Jesus are irreconcilable. The original
         place of residence of the parents is the Galilean Nazareth in Luke, but apparently the Bethlehem of Judaea in Matthew. The
         extraordinary conception of Jesus through the Holy Spirit is announced only to Joseph in Matthew, and only to Mary in Luke.
         In Matthew, Joseph’s first thought on noticing that Mary is expecting a child is that she has misbehaved; hence his intention
         to divorce her. There is no question in Matthew of Jesus being born in an improvised shelter. The family is found by the wise
         men in a house in Bethlehem. Only Matthew reports the apparition of a prodigious star, the visit of the Magi and the vicious intervention
         of Herod, the flight of the Holy Family to Egypt and their subsequent choice of Nazareth in Galilee as their permanent place of residence. A final distinctive mark of Matthew’s infancy narrative is the presence of
         five biblical proof texts, Old Testament quotations introduced to demonstrate that in the events connected with the birth
         of Jesus biblical prophecies have been realized. The first of these – ‘Behold, a virgin shall conceive’ (Isa 7:14 in Mt 1:23)
         – is of crucial importance.

      Peculiar to Luke is the account relating to John the Baptist. This consists of the annunciation by the angel Gabriel of Mary’s
         pregnancy in Nazareth, the travel of Mary from Galilee to Judaea to visit Elizabeth, the census bringing Joseph and Mary from
         Nazareth to Bethlehem, the birth of Jesus in a stable, the greeting of the newborn by shepherds and angels, the circumcision
         of Jesus and his presentation in the Temple, and the return of the family from Jerusalem to their home in Nazareth. Further
         sections belonging to Luke’s special material are the three hymns, known as the Magnificat, the Benedictus and Nunc dimittis, sung respectively by Mary or Elizabeth, Zechariah and Simeon.

      Since religious authority dislikes contradictions in its authoritative texts, efforts have been deployed from the early centuries
         of the Christian era by the official revisers and commentators of the Gospels to eliminate the manifest discrepancies between
         the infancy narratives of Matthew and Luke. A good example of this unifying tendency is exhibited in the Diatessaron or Gospel harmony, a combination of the four Gospels into a single narrative, compiled by the second-century author Tatian,
         a native of Assyria (Northern Iraq). In his version of the events he first reproduces Luke’s account of the birth and circumcision
         of Jesus and the visit of mother and child to Jerusalem. Then he records the arrival of the Magi, the violent action of Herod and the precipitate trip of the Holy Family to Egypt. The Diatessaron failed to supplant the four Gospels, and at the end the separate narratives triumphed, notwithstanding the problems generated
         by their contradictions. To attempt a full reconciliation of the two Infancy Gospels is a patently lost cause: squaring the
         circle would be easier than reducing the two into a single coherent unity.

      In view of all the complications, discrepancies and contradictions displayed in the two infancy narratives, without mentioning
         the substantial number of legendary features contained in them (dreams, angels, a miraculous star, etc.), it is not surprising
         that they have been a subject of concern for the representatives of the common Christian tradition in modern times more than
         in antiquity. They have worried not only the literalist or fundamentalist interpreters of the New Testament, but also pious
         scholars who felt duty-bound to uphold the teaching of the Church. They have all been struggling to produce a smooth and unified
         version which they have achieved only at a price. These exegetes have been happy to settle the problem of the virginal conception
         by simply calling it a miracle. They have tried to identify the star of Bethlehem as a genuine comet, falling star or meteor.
         In the not too far distant past, we quite often encountered around Christmas in the columns of the newspapers academics, no
         doubt steeped in science, but unquestionably ignorant of ancient literature, who advanced with great conviction half-baked
         ‘definitive’ solutions of the dilemma. In the twenty-first century, their discoveries would be publicized in television documentaries
         in which a computer-reconstructed course of the star of the Magi would be presented as the ultimate optical proof.

      As for the census ordered, according to Luke, by the emperor Augustus and administered by Quirinius, self-appointed defenders of Gospel truth still try to find ways and means
         to fit it into the end period of the reign of Herod the Great. It seems that sailing between Scylla and Charybdis proves as
         hazardous today as it used to be in olden times.

      Let me select a few typical examples of exegetical acrobatics. In connection with the virgin birth, C. E. B. Cranfield, the
         noted Protestant New Testament scholar, has committed a double faux pas. First he has presented the issue upside down and
         has stressed that ‘up to the present no proof of its non-historicity has been produced’,2 as though the historicity of the virginal conception could be presumed and non-historicity is the alternative that requires
         demonstration. Furthermore he has used his editorial authority to compel the liberal-minded authors of the relevant volume
         of the reputable series International Critical Commentary to water down the main concluding remark on chapter 2 of the Gospel of Matthew, which they have declared to be ‘not the stuff
         out of which history is made’. Under duress, the two renowned writers W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison were obliged to add:
         ‘But as the New Testament editor, Dr Cranfield, urges, the readers should note that other critical scholars reckon with the
         possibility that the narratives contained in this section… may have much more substantial factual basis than is envisaged
         here.’3 Earlier the commentary on Matthew 1:18–25 carries an additional paragraph in parenthesis: ‘(We are aware – and the NT editor
         of this series, Dr Cranfield, has reminded us of this – that other competent critical scholars are firmly convinced of the
         historicity of the Virginal Conception, though not, of course, supposing that it can be conclusively proved by historico-critical
         methods, and that careful attention should be paid to their discussions of the relevant evidence as well as to the view expressed here).’4

      Catholic students of the infancy narratives of Matthew and Luke seem to be particularly stretched between their wish to appear
         scholarly, yet not to undermine cherished and binding beliefs of their Church concerning the miraculous conception of Jesus
         and the perpetual virginity of Mary.

      Thus John P. Meier, in his monumental work A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, comforts his readers with the thought that regarding the reliability of the Nativity accounts ‘total skepticism is not in order’ (vol. I, p. 205). They are told that stories about angelic annunciations and miraculous births
         should be taken ‘seriously’, though not ‘necessarily… literally’. Also they are reassured that the tradition concerning the virginal conception does not represent a ‘late legend’ (my italics in all three quotations).

      For scholarly Catholic ecclesiastics equivocation seems to be the name of the game. The late Raymond Brown, whose monumental
         book The Birth of the Messiah (1993); which runs to 752 pages and is greatly respected by many, is the primary example of the position of ‘having your
         cake and eating it’. He recognizes that angelic appearances, virginal conception and the marvellous star are ‘patently legendary
         themes’, that Matthew and Luke contradict each other, and that neither account is likely to be truly historical. But when
         it comes to the crunch, he opts for what he admits to be a ‘retrogressively conservative’ position, and is willing to shock
         his progressive critics even more by affirming that it is easier to explain the New Testament evidence of the virginal conception
         by positing a historical basis for it than by accepting it as pure theological creation. No surprise that reviewing The Birth of the Messiah the celebrated literary scholar Frank Kermode has attributed Brown’s refusal to acknowledge the made-up character of Matthew’s
         birth story to his eagerness to secure the Catholic Church’s imprimatur for his book. Hence the ironical conclusion: ‘Giving up the virgin birth might be bad for people’.5

      Other Christian scholars have felt no reluctance to call a spade a spade. In the considered judgement of Rudolf Bultmann,
         one of the greatest New Testament exegetes of the last century, the original Semitic report of Matthew’s Infancy Gospel contained
         nothing about the virgin birth. It was a motif unheard of in the Jewish environment of the age, he stated, and it was first
         added to the Gospel account in the course of its transformation in Hellenism.6 More recently one of the most respected Jesus scholars, E. P. Sanders, also asserted without the slightest hesitation that
         the birth narratives are ‘the clearest cases of invention’ in the Gospels.7 As for the saying, ‘I wouldn’t put it past God to arrange a virgin birth if He wanted, but I very much doubt if He would’,
         it is attributed, genuine or apocryphal, to David Jenkins, the outspoken former Anglican bishop of Durham.

      In my recent book The Passion (Penguin, 2005), devoted to the study of the trial and crucifixion of Jesus, I played the detective who had to confront issues
         of real history on the basis of ancient literary evidence. I tried to determine the relation of the New Testament story to
         Jewish and Roman court procedures in first-century Palestine, and to evaluate the reliability of the Gospel portraits of Pilate
         and Caiaphas compared to parallel Jewish and Roman sources. Facing the Infancy Gospels, writer and reader find themselves
         in a quite different world. Here the independent investigator’s duty is to deal with the birth stories in the Gospels in the same way as he would deal with any other problem of the history of religions. His first task is to sift the
         evidence, and separate morsels of fact from legendary accretions. This done, it will be possible to gain an insight into the
         genesis, purpose and significance of the religious ideas surrounding the birth of Jesus, a Jewish child who was first to be
         proclaimed the Messiah of Israel, then the Son of God, before rising even higher up on the ladder and being worshipped as
         God the Son, the Second Person of the Most Holy Trinity.

      There is only one safe method to approach an ancient text such as the infancy narrative. We will have to begin with textual
         interpretation, the analysis of the evidence, verse-by-verse, line-by-line, and when necessary word-byword. The findings of
         this investigation will then be compared with all the relevant information assembled from the parallel Jewish documents, biblical
         and post-biblical, and from the sources of classical literature and history. It is only after the establishment of the significance
         of the details that we will be able to penetrate the meaning of the New Testament story of the Nativity which in time evolved
         into the religious complex called Christmas.
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      The genealogies of Jesus

      The Bible is full of family trees which strike most readers – apart from addicts of genealogical research – as far from fascinating,
         not to say plain boring. Yet they can be rich in meaning and in their variations reveal secret purposes. Scriptural genealogies
         have a threefold significance. When paraphrased, they may serve as an abridged account of history, but can also be used for
         two practical, legal purposes. The first of these is to demonstrate the legitimacy of kings and priests. Evidence of direct
         descent from the house of David was indispensable for succession to the throne, and as we will discover from the Infancy Gospels
         of Matthew and Luke, for the establishment of someone’s Messianic status. It was also essential for a Jewish priest, holding
         a hereditary office handed down from father to son, to be able to prove that he belonged to a family which could trace its
         line back to Aaron in the tribe of Levi. Without such a pedigree he would lose his livelihood and would not be permitted to
         function in the Temple of Jerusalem. A genealogical table could also be useful in contested cases of inheritance, that is,
         when someone claimed entitlement to ancestral property.

      As a rule, scriptural genealogies follow the male line, going from father to son. The most elaborate biblical list can be
         found in the First Book of the Chronicles. No less than nine chapters at the beginning of the book purport to record human and Jewish history starting with Adam, that is
         to say, in biblical terms from the creation, and going as far as the family of Saul, the first king of Israel, which in our
         terminology is the end of the eleventh century BC. As one may expect, genealogies usually proceed in a descending order. At the head of the list stands the patriarch, the
         first forebear of the group, and the family tree descends from father to son in a monotonous sequence of ‘begettings’. Sometimes,
         however, a variation is introduced in that the chronicler reverses the order, beginning at the end and ending with the beginning.
         For instance, the genealogy of the great post-exilic priestly leader Ezra, who flourished in the fifth century BC, is traced back from him to the brother of Moses, Aaron, who probably lived some eight hundred years earlier in the thirteenth
         century BC (Ezra 7:1–5). These few snippets of information will come in useful when we turn to the two genealogies of Jesus that figure
         in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. As we shall see, neither of them is absolutely straightforward – Matthew’s is more exciting
         than that of Luke – and both have a hidden agenda to pursue.

      Matthew’s genealogy

      As in many other aspects of their recounting of the story of the Nativity, Matthew and Luke follow different paths in their
         presentation of the pedigree of Jesus. The genealogical table constitutes the opening section of Matthew (Mt 1:1–17), whereas
         the parallel material in Luke is placed outside the birth narrative and is linked to the account of the baptism of Jesus by John (Lk 3:23–38). As we shall see the two genealogies also proceed in opposite directions.

      Mt 1:1–6

      The book of the genealogy of Jesus, the son of David, the son of Abraham. Abraham was the father of Isaac, and Isaac the father
            of Jacob, and Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers, and Judah the father of Perez by Tamar, and Perez the father of Hezron, and Hezron the father of Ram, and Ram the father of Amminadab, and Amminadab the father
            of Nahshon, and Nahshon the father of Salmon, and Salmon the father of Boaz by Rahab, and Boaz the father of Obed by Ruth, and Obed the father of Jesse, and Jesse the father of David the king. And David was the father of Solomon by the wife of Uriah.

      Matthew deliberately imitates the Old Testament when he chooses for the title of his Gospel the familiar biblical heading,
         ‘The Book of the generations’. His model is the biblical Genesis, where the same formula, ‘Book of generations’, introduces
         the first family tree of mankind, running from Adam to the sons of Noah, from the creation to the flood (Gen 5:1–32). Matthew
         at once confronts his readers with two key figures of Jewish history, Abraham, the ancestor of Israel, the father of God’s
         chosen people, and David, the founder of the royal dynasty of Israel, and the forefather of the final ruler, the Messiah.
         Jesus is characterized straight from the start as Son of Abraham and Son of David, but the main emphasis seems to lie on the
         second title.

      Whilst pretending to offer a direct proof of Jesus’ Davidic descent, Matthew’s list is far from simple, indeed it is highly
         artificial. He arranges it so that the ancestors fall for no obvious reason into three periods of fourteen generations. No one so far has come up with a satisfactory explanation for this 3×14. Fourteen has no known significance in
         Jewish thought apart from being the double of the mystical number seven. It has been suggested that 3×14, being equal to 6×7,
         would indicate that with Jesus the final seventh period of seven generations would begin, but all this sounds laboured and
         unconvincing. Why would Matthew choose 14 as his basic unit and not the usual figure of 7?

      So if Matthew is to be believed, forty-two generations separate Jesus from Abraham and twenty-eight from David. A preliminary
         glance at the genealogy of Jesus in Luke reveals striking differences. Matthew’s register is considerably shorter even for
         the period covered by both of them, without taking into account the prehistory added by Luke, which extends far beyond Abraham.
         Did Matthew artificially shorten the third period in order to reduce it to fourteen generations?

      The opening section of the genealogy generally mirrors the Hebrew Bible, but it departs from normal Jewish practice in one
         important respect: it includes the names of four women. The fifth name, Mary mother of Jesus, will appear in the final generation
         in the last set of fourteen. This is a remarkable oddity as biblical genealogy always runs on the paternal line. As far as
         royal succession is concerned, we read in the Book of Ecclesiasticus or Wisdom of Ben Sira, one of the Apocrypha dating to
         the beginning of the second century BC: ‘The heritage of the king is from son to son only’ (Ecclus 45:25). A similar rule governs the inheritance of property too.
         Matthew’s reference to women is patently not regular – there are only four, not fourteen, names of females in the first fourteen
         generations – nor is it accidental. It has an unspecified message to convey. If we discount Mary, who has a very particular role to play, what the other women mentioned have in common is that they all seem
         to be of foreign stock or have a foreign husband.

      Let us look first at the problem of intermarriage with non-Jewish women among the forebears of Jesus. In the patriarchal age
         the descendants of Jacob, no doubt to avoid inbreeding, chose wives for themselves and their sons from among the daughters
         of the inhabitants of the country. Judah, who is on Matthew’s list, married a Canaanite girl by the name of Shua (Gen 38:2)
         and Tamar, the wife of his son Er, was also a Canaanite. After she had lost her husband and Judah had refused to marry her
         to his last surviving son, employing a stratagem she made herself pregnant by Judah and bore
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      THE PASSION

Preface

The traditional version of the Passion of Jesus is coherent and straightforward, even simple. Whether it is preached from the pulpit or read in literature of piety, the story hardly varies. It may even be watched in the cinema: The Passion of the Christ by Mel Gibson, the international box-office hit of 2004, is still fresh in many people’s minds. This is a story which is meant to be perceived with the eyes of faith. It recounts the sacrifice, the self-immolation of the Son of God who willingly offered his life, we are told, for the redemption of the sins of mankind. Without exception all the children of Adam have to accept their own responsibility for it if they are to reap the fruits of the atonement achieved for them all by Christ dying on the cross.

But the same story has also an historical (or I would say pseudo-historical) dimension. It emanates from a simplistic and selective reading of the Gospels without appropriate interpretation, indeed without any interpretation. According to this version the suffering and death of Jesus were the outcome of the hostility and hatred of his enemies, the Jewish priestly leaders and their council, who browbeat the weak but basically decent Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, forcing him to pronounce Jesus guilty, and successfully harangued the multitude of their compatriots to clamour for his crucifixion. Here the responsibility for deicide, the murder of the divine Christ, is placed squarely on the shoulders of the Jewish people.

This representation of the Passion, which will be shown to be biased and twisted, has influenced the Christian world over most of its history. Even today, when the official spokesmen of churches, chapels and denominations reject what the great French historian Jules Isaac once called the doctrine of contempt, l’enseignement du mépris, many Christians, clergy and laity, have instinctively applauded the Passion à la Mel Gibson. Even the Pope is reported to have approved the version of the movie seen by him with the Delphic words, ‘It is as it was’.

It goes without saying that, like everything else we know about Jesus, the account of his last day derives from the New Testament, and more specifically from the discrete narratives of the four Gospels. Unlike the traditional story produced by the Church, they are neither simple nor coherent. On the contrary, as we shall see, they are filled with discrepancies. Without a deliberate and artificial harmonization, which was already attempted in the centuries when Christendom was young and has continued ever since, they seem disconcerting and confusing. They form a mystery within which real history lurks.

To penetrate this mystery, the reader must come to grips with the literary sources that are closest to the reality of the Passion and subject Mark, Matthew, Luke and John, our four principal witnesses, to a stringent critical scrutiny. I like to compare the historian-interpreter to a detective charged with preparing a report to a law court. Four documents lie on his desk. He must pore over them, seek to clarify obscurities, establish facts and point out contradictions. In reality, the process will be simpler than it first appears since three out of the four narratives of the Passion closely resemble one another. Two of them, Mark and Matthew, are nearly identical. In consequence, they can be surveyed together, grasped in a single glance, synoptically, while separate treatment is reserved for the occasional, but often momentous, divergences between the narratives, especially in the Gospel of Luke. Finally, the comparison of Mark, Matthew and Luke – the Synoptics – with the Fourth Gospel will make plain that the events of the last day of the life of Jesus have been transmitted in two fundamentally different traditions. To define, evaluate and interpret these differences with the help of expert knowledge peppered with common sense is the momentous task facing this inquiry.

Prologue

No attentive reader of the Gospels can fail to notice the striking contrast between the way the evangelists depict Jewish attitudes towards Jesus before the Passion and during the last few hours of his life.

Up until the fateful week in Jerusalem which ended with the crucifixion, Jesus appears as a charismatic healer and exorcist and a magnetic preacher, a greatly loved and much sought-after figure in the Galilean countryside around the Lake of Gennesaret. He attracted crowds. They avidly listened to him wherever he went, in synagogues, streets, public squares, on hillsides and on the lake shore. The rumour of his approach brought out the sick in droves. Those who were too weak to walk were carried to him on stretchers. Petty-minded synagogue presidents and quibbling village scribes envied him, and were overheard muttering words of disapproval. In their pedestrian thinking the blind, the lame and the lepers should have been cured, and the possessed delivered, on weekdays, not on the Sabbath. Insufficiently versed in Jewish theology, some Galilean scribes murmured ‘blasphemy’ when Jesus proclaimed that healing was the equivalent of forgiveness of sins, but even if they had dared to speak up, they would have been fighting a losing battle: the holy man from Nazareth enjoyed the trust and support of large segments of the local rural population. Both he and the crowd were familiar with the frame of mind of officialdom towards prophets of God. It did not bother them.

Not only in Galilee, but even on his arrival in Jerusalem, Jesus is portrayed as the hero of a joyful and welcoming crowd. He came to the holy city, according to the custom recorded by the Jewish historian Josephus, about a week before the feast (Jewish War 6:290). Mark, Matthew and John describe Jesus’ approach to the capital as a triumphal entry universally acclaimed. Luke is less grandiose and ascribes the mood of festivity more specifically to the group of disciples who were the companions of Jesus. When observed more closely, the episode loses some of its intended radiance. Riding on a donkey was not that uncommon in the circumstances. We learn from rabbinic literature that ass drivers did lucrative business at the approach of festivals by hiring out their beasts to wealthy or important pilgrims. But the evangelists transform the incident into a royal messianic event, hailing the arrival of the Son of David. To make the messianic aspect more patent, Matthew cites the words of Zechariah, ‘Behold your king is coming to you, humble and mounted on an ass, and on a colt, the foal of an ass.’ ‘On an ass’ and ‘on a colt, the foal of an ass’ is of course the usual Hebrew poetic device of parallelism, the same idea being expressed in two similar expressions identical in meaning: they designate a single donkey. But in his zeal to equate prophecy and fulfilment, Matthew, unlike the other three evangelists, presents Jesus with two animals, a she-ass and her colt, and gives the impression that he was riding on both. The disciples put their garments ‘on them’, and Jesus sat ‘on them’. To suggest that the first ‘on them’ refers to the animals and the second to the garments, smacks of special pleading. In fact, John corrects the misrepresentation by quoting, ‘Behold your king is coming, sitting on an ass’s colt.’

The Gospel account of Jesus’ first two or three days in Jerusalem further attests indirectly that large groups were listening to his teaching in the Temple and that his patent popularity is given as the cause of why the priestly authorities abstained from immediately taking steps against him. In short, until his arrest Jesus seems to have been the darling of the Galilean country folk and even warmly welcomed by the Jewish crowd in Jerusalem.

Yet, if we are to believe the same evangelists, on the last day of the life of Jesus a sea-change suddenly occurred. Jesus became the object of hatred not only for the leaders of Judaism, the chief priests and the Sanhedrin, but also for the Jewish people at large. No one had a good word to say in his favour. Many witnesses testified against him, but none for him. The crowd abominated him. All the people, ‘the Jews’, asked for his death and egged on the Roman governor to crucify him. Luke, it is true, attempts to diminish the contrast by reporting that the previously hostile crowd present at the crucifixion beat their breasts after the death of Jesus, but this mitigating circumstance seems to be of the evangelist’s own making, unsupported by Mark, Matthew or John.

What compelled the evangelists to present such an extraordinary contrast of pictures? How do the four Gospel accounts relate to one another and how do they tally with first-century AD Jewish and Roman reality as we know it from non-New Testament sources? What were the motives that influenced their chronicle of the Passion? These are the issues that the historian-exegete, or if you like the detective of the past, will have to investigate. He will assemble the evidence and inspect it through a magnifying glass before attempting to answer the final £1,000,000 question: What really happened on the day of the crucifixion of Jesus nearly 2,000 years ago?

      
      THE RESURRECTION

      Foreword

      Each of the main topics of the New Testament focused on Jesus – the Nativity, the Passion and the Resurrection – confronts
         the historian with its own special problem. Complicated though its source material may seem, Good Friday, the culmination
         of the last few days of the life of Jesus, is in reality the simplest. Let me state plainly that I accept that Jesus was a
         real historical person. In my opinion, the difficulties arising from the denial of his existence, still vociferously maintained
         in small circles of rationalist ‘dogmatists’, far exceed those deriving from its acceptance. In my opinion, the scholar’s
         task is simply to sort out and assess the evidence and determine the reasons why, when and by whom Jesus was arrested, tried
         and crucified. It is even possible to propose, with the help of known astronomical data, the most likely date for the event
         – Friday, 7 April AD 30 – corresponding to the eve of the Passover full moon.1 Other scholars may disagree and advance a different date or shift the blame more on to the Jewish authorities than on the
         Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, but the debate will remain firmly set in the real world of history and law, Jewish and Roman.

      The story of the birth of Jesus is surrounded by thicker haze and is less solidly grounded in fact. The information relating
         to time and space is more dubious and the legendary elements abound (virgin birth, miraculous star, angels and dreams). Nonetheless it is hardly questionable
         that shortly before the death of Herod the Great, a Jewish boy was born in Bethlehem or Nazareth, who, about thirty years
         later, following a brief public career, died on a cross and was buried not long after the fifteenth year (AD 29) of the reign of the Roman emperor Tiberius.2

      The resurrection of Jesus ‘on the third day’ after his burial, followed by his ascension to heaven on the same day or after
         forty days, is of a quite different nature. Unlike the crucifixion, it is an unparalleled phenomenon in history. Two types
         of extreme reactions are possible: faith,3 or disbelief.4

      My own standpoint will differ from both of these as I intend to act as a detective seeking, as I did in my previous studies,
         to investigate what the authors of the New Testament actually say in their writings, and not what interpretative Church tradition
         attributes to them. The purpose of this volume is to unravel the true meaning conveyed by the evangelists, Paul and the other
         authors of the Christian scriptures and illuminate it with what we know from the Old Testament and all the relevant Jewish
         and Graeco-Roman literary and archaeological sources. Its aim is the construction of a tenable hypothesis, but ultimately
         it will be up to the readers to make up their minds. The dilemma to be confronted and resolved is how to reconcile the extreme
         importance ascribed to the resurrection by Christianity with the very limited amount of discernible interest in the subject
         in the authentic teaching of Jesus.

      Not long ago an eminent Anglican churchman asked me what I was busying myself with and when he heard that after The Passion and The Nativity I was writing a book on the resurrection, he sagaciously observed, ‘That seems to be the end of the story, except perhaps for the judgement.’

      
      Prologue

      The Christian notion of resurrection and its historical antecedents

      Resurrection is unquestionably one of the most important and intriguing concepts of the Christian faith. Saint Paul, to whom
         this religion owes more than to anyone else, leaves his readers in no doubt in this respect:

      If there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been raised; if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching
            is in vain and your faith is in vain… If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile (1 Cor 15:13–14, 17).

      It is true to say that the emphasis laid on the notion of resurrection, and the centrality it is accorded in the Church’s
         teaching, are unparalleled in the religions of antiquity. In the Judaism of the Old Testament resurrection made only a few,
         late and foggy appearances, probably not before the end of the third century BC. It was not asserted definitely before the time of the Maccabaean revolution in the 160s BC and from then on its acceptance grew slowly and remained far from universal. In its strict meaning, i.e. the revival of a
         corpse, it struck non-Jews in the Graeco-Roman world as at best a nice dream, but more generally as folly (dementia), according to Pliny the Elder’s sharp remark.1 Even in the Acts of the Apostles of the New Testament, when Paul preached ‘the resurrection’ in the Areopagus of Athens, most of his philosophically educated listeners, Stoics and Epicureans, simply poked fun at his ‘babbling’
         (Acts 17:18, 32).

      Resurrection, or more precisely bodily resurrection, is definitely a Jewish idea. It entails the corporeal revival of the
         dead, the reunification of the spiritual soul and the material body of a deceased person. In the Hebrew Bible, resurrection
         first appears as a metaphor, symbolizing the rebirth of the nation. According to the mystical vision of the prophet Ezekiel,
         it depicts the figurative clothing with flesh of the dry bones of the people of Israel, and the blowing by God of the breath
         of life into the skeletal remains of a defeated, dispersed and exiled nation. The resurrection of the dry bones indicates
         something different from spiritual survival. It is not to be confused with the Greek (Platonic) concept of the escape of the
         soul from the prison of the body to proceed towards the Elysian Field of Heaven. It is not identical with the eternal life
         of the spirit. This idea of liberation is a familiar feature of the writings of Hellenized Jews of the Diaspora and the notion
         of eternal life without specifically implying a renewed presence of the body is also commonly attested in the Greek New Testament.
         These are ill-defined notions which must be handled with great care if confusion is to be avoided.

      Another setting for the resurrection of the dead is provided by the awesome and majestic image of the final judgement when,
         at the end of the age known to man, Jewish and Christian religious visionaries imagine a universal roll-call of humanity by
         a blazing angelic trumpet. The dead will then be restored to their former bodies and face God or his representative, variously
         called the Messiah, the Chosen One or the Son of Man. The task of the final Judge will be to separate the resurrected into
         righteous sheep and wicked goats, and assign them eternal reward or eternal punishment. The righteous will be granted everlasting joy
         in the celestial abode and the wicked will be cast into the endless torment of a fiery hell. This universal settlement of
         accounts is the final stage of the doctrinal development in Judaism. An earlier version of the resurrection of the dead envisages
         only the revivification of the just, first and foremost the martyrs who in the course of a religious persecution have sacrificed
         their lives for the sake of Heaven. As the later Jewish rabbis would put it, they accepted agony and violent death for ‘the
         sanctification of God’s name’. In sum, resurrection preliminary to the great judgement pertains to eschatology, to the events
         of the end of times. This is tantamount to stating the obvious, namely that rising from the dead is alien to man’s normal,
         historical experience.

      While the Christian Church continues to proclaim belief in a universal resurrection and a new life in the age to come, it
         also firmly maintains that Jesus was raised from the dead in time past, on the third day after he had expired on the cross.
         In other words, the phenomenon of the dead Christ regaining life is claimed to have actually occurred in this world, before
         daybreak on a Sunday, probably on 9 April AD 30, if the dating of the crucifixion to the afternoon of Friday 7 April of that year is accepted. This belief turns resurrection
         – previously envisaged as either a metaphor or a future eschatological event – into a reality that occurred in a given place
         at a specific time. The basis of this innovative perception and the arguments supporting the resurrection belief will be scrutinized
         in the pages that follow, but in the meantime some further preliminary clarifications are needed.

      In one sense, the resurrection of Jesus is presented by the New Testament and the Church as a unique happening that can be dated and located. However, it is also linked to the eschatological
         raising of the dead of which, in St Paul’s terminology, Christ’s resurrection constituted the ‘first fruits’. At the same
         time, according to the Old and New Testament sources, Jesus was not the only human being to rise from the dead. The scriptures
         refer to the resurrection of other individuals. The Old Testament prophets Elijah and Elisha resuscitated two children, and
         Jesus himself is reported to have brought back to life two others in the Synoptic Gospels (pp. 87–9) and a third one, Lazarus,
         in John (p. 90), not to mention two further miraculous stories connected with St Peter and St Paul (p. 91). The revival of
         a young bride in Rome, credited to the first-century AD neo-Pythagorean holy man Apollonius of Tyana, belongs to the same category.2

      These stories about resurrection in general and the reviving of the dead by Jesus in particular will be examined in detail
         in Part II of this book, together with the doctrinal and theological considerations which fill the pages of the New Testament
         and especially the letters of St Paul. To give one example, words dealing with resurrection figure no less than nineteen times
         in 1 Corinthians, chapter 15. The opinion of the Jewish population of the late Second Temple period was more divided on the
         subject. The Pharisees were the only wholehearted champions of belief in bodily resurgence. When the ancient rabbis took over
         the Pharisaic legacy after the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem in AD 70, they provided a niche for the doctrine of the resurrection in the Mishnah, Talmud, Midrash and Targum, but their interest
         in the faith in resurrection was not as prominent and exuberant as that of their Christian contemporaries.

      The present study is essentially devoted to the evidence relating to the doctrine of the resurrection developed in the New
         Testament. However, it is impossible to understand the Christian scriptures without first inspecting their sources and models,
         the Hebrew Bible and early post-biblical Jewish literature not only as far as the resurrection imagery itself is concerned,
         but also in a broader sense regarding the ideas of life and death and even the underworld where, according to the Christian
         Creed, the dead Jesus descended before rising again on the third day.
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