HUMA4655 The Synoptic Gospels

Feb. 22 The Historical Jesus I
Read for today’s class: Tatum chs. 1-3 (skim for review), chs. 4-6 (in detail).

1. Sources for the Historical Jesus (see appendix)
· insiders: canonical gospels, non-canonical gospels, agrapha, Paul

· outsiders: Roman and Jewish historians, rabbinic texts, Toldoth Yeshua
2. Historical Background

· five pivotal events in Jewish history about which you should be aware:

1. The Exodus (ca. thirteenth-century BCE)

2. The Babylonian Exile (587–538 BCE)

3. The Maccabean Revolt (167–164 BCE)

4. The Beginning of Roman Occupation (63 BCE)

5. The Fall of the Temple (70 CE)

· Film: Testament: Mightier Than the Sword
3. Cultural Background

 (i) Judaism as a Religion
· Monotheism; but belief in other supernatural beings (angels and demons)

· Divine election and the law (covenant)

· Repentance, punishment, and forgiveness (both personal and national)

· Practices: worship God, circumcision, sabbath, dietary rules, purification

(ii) First-Century Jewish Groups

· Pharisees: oral and written law; believed in resurrection and the afterlife; not very powerful at Jesus’ time, but when the Temple was destroyed, oral law gained importance, and their power increased

· Sadducees: wealthy aristocracy tied to the temple; held only to the written Law of Moses from the Torah where they see the law of Moses connected with the temple; no belief in afterlife; had most ties to Roman authorities; lose authority with fall of the Temple

· Essenes: described by Josephus as pious, ascetic, anti-marriage, anti-riches, communal; and the hierarchical, graded initiation structure; end came with Jewish War

· “Fourth philosophy”: more violent; several different groups intent on overthrowing the occupying Romans; one of these groups, the Zealots, led the revolt in 66 CE that led to the fall of the Temple

(iii) Greco-Roman Philosophies and Religions
· Platonic Dualism: the material world which we perceive through our senses is but a shadow perception of the true reality—i.e., the eternal world of abstract ideas which is accessible through reason (Greek: logos).

· The Cynics: an eccentric counter-cultural school founded by Antisthenes, an older contemporary of Plato; derives its name from Antisthenes’ most celebrated pupil Diogenes of Sinope (ca. 412–323 BCE) who was the first to call himself a “dog” (Greek kyon or “cynic”). 

· Zeno and Stoicism: Diogenes had a disciple named Crates, who in turn taught Zeno of Citium (ca. 336–263 B.C.E.); movement derives its names from the Greek stoa, or “painted portico” from Athens, where Zeno first taught; goal of life was to live in accord with one’s nature—everyone has been accorded a proper station and role in life; the universe, in turn, was ordered in accord with logos or reason. 

· Religion in the Hellenistic Era

· divine realm as a kind of pyramid of power with a few, but most powerful, deities at the top and a multitude of lesser deities at the bottom

· upward mobility in system (humans could become immortals)

· Fortune as the principle deity of the Hellenistic era; three religious strategies aimed at controlling the effects of Fortune: piety, mystery, and gnosis

4. Galilee in the Time of Jesus

· common view of Galilee until recently has been as a Jewish culture, but scholars increasingly acknowledging that Gentile presence in Galilee was very strong

· trade through area constant to get to port cities; had vibrant domestic economy too

· shores of Sea of Galilee something of a resort

· archeology shows not  a sort of illiterate, sleepy backwater

· largely Greek-speaking

· Hellenistic cities close by
· Kinship in Agrarian Roman Palestine: social domains (kinship, politics, economics, religion) are never discrete entities that operate in isolation from one another
· Family unit is endogamous: equality between brothers established by inheritance rules, married sons live with parents, frequent marriage between the children of brothers

· Honour and shame

· patrons and clients

· social banditry
· agriculture primary function of production in Palestine (thus so many agrarian motifs in parables); surplus production goes to brokers and rulers
· taxation: level is steep in pre-industrial societies; money seen as a symbol of domination and exploitation
Appendix: Roman and Jewish Sources for Jesus

“It is a rule, Sir, which I inviolably observe, to refer myself to you in all my doubts; for who is more capable of guiding my uncertainty or informing my ignorance? Having never been present at any trials of the Christians, I am unacquainted with the method and limits to be observed either in examining or punishing them. Whether any difference is to be made on account of age, or no distinction allotted between the youngest and the adult; whether repentance admits to a pardon, or if a man has once been a Christian it avails him nothing to recant; whether the mere profession of Christianity, albeit without crimes, or only the crimes associated with it are punishable--in all these points I am in great doubt. 

In the meantime, the method I have observed towards those who have been denounced to me as Christians is this: I interrogated them whether they were Christians; if they confessed it I repeated the question twice again, adding the threat of capital punishment; if they still persevered, I ordered them to be executed. For whatever the nature of their creed might be, I could at least feel no doubt that contumacy and inflexible obstinacy deserved punishment. There were others also, taken in by the same infatuation, but being citizens of Rome, I directed them to be taken away. 

These accusations spread (as is usually the case) from the mere fact of the matter being investigated and several forms of the mischief came to light. A placard was put up without any signature, accusing a large number of persons by name. Those who denied they were, or had ever been Christians, who repeated after me an invocation to the gods, and offered adoration, with wine and frankincense, to your image, which I had ordered to be brought for that purpose, together with those of the gods, and who finally cursed Christ--none of which acts, it is said, those who are really Christians can be forced to do--these I thought it proper to discharge. Others who were named by that informer at first confessed themselves Christians and then denied it; true, they had been of that persuasion but they had quit it, some three years ago, others many years, and a few as much as twenty-five years ago. They all worshipped your statue and the images of the gods and cursed Christ. 

They affirmed, however, the whole of their guilt; or their error, was, that they were in the habit of meeting on a certain fixed day before it was light, when they sang in alternate verses a hymn to Christ as to a god, and bound themselves by a solemn oath, not to do any wicked deeds, but never to commit any fraud, theft or adultery, never falsify their word, nor deny a trust when they should be called upon to deliver it up; after which it is their custom to separate, and then reassemble to partake of food--but food of an ordinary and innocent kind. Even this practice, however, they had abandoned after the publication of my edict, by which, according to your orders, I had forbidden political associations. I judged it so much the more necessary to extract the real truth, with the assistance of torture, from two female slaves, who were styled deaconesses, but I could discover nothing more than depraved and excessive superstition. I therefore adjourned the proceedings, and sought immediately your counsel. For the matter seemed to me well worth referring to you especially considering the numbers endangered. Persons of all ranks and ages, of both sexes, are and will be involved in the prosecution. For this contagious superstition is not confined to the cities only, but has spread through the villages and rural districts; it seems possible, however, to check and cure it. It appears now that the temples, which had been almost deserted, will be frequented and the sacred festivals, after a long general demand for sacrificial animals, which for some time past have met with few purchasers. It is easy to imagine what multitudes may be reclaimed from this error, if a door be left open to repentance.” (Pliny, Letters to Trajan, X, 96.)

“... since the Jews were continually making disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, he [Emperor Claudius] expelled them from Rome.” (Suetonius, Life of Claudius xxv 4, cf. Acts 18.2) 
 “In his reign many abuses were severely punished and repressed, and as many new laws were instituted; a limit was set upon spending; public banquets were reduced; the sale of cooked food in taverns was forbidden, except for vegetables and greens, while formerly every kind of food was available; punishment was inflicted on the Christians, a set of men adhering to a novel and mischievous superstition; he put a stop to the wild activities of the charioteers, who for a long time had assumed the right of ranging at large and cheating and robbing for amusement; the actors and their companies were banished.” (Suetonius, Life of Nero xvi)
“But all human efforts, all the emperor's gifts and propitiations of the gods, were not enough to remove the scandal or banish the belief that the fire [summer, 64 C.E.] had been ordered. And so, to get rid of this rumor Nero set up as culprits and punished with the utmost cruelty a class hated for their abominations, who are commonly called Christians. Christus, from whom their name is derived, was executed at the hands of the procurator Pontius Pilate in the reign of Tiberius. Checked for the moment this pernicious superstition broke out again, not only in Judea, the source of the evil, but even in Rome, the place where everything that is sordid and degrading from every quarter of the globe finds a following. Thus those who confessed (i.e.. to being Christians) were first arrested, then on evidence from them a large multitude was convicted, not so much for the charge of arson as for their hatred of the human race. Besides being put to death they were made objects of amusement; they were clothed in hides of beasts and torn to death by dogs; others were crucified, others were set on fire to illuminate the night after sunset. Nero threw open his grounds for the display and put on a show at the circus where he mingled with the people dressed like a charioteer and driving about in his chariot. All this gave rise to a feeling of pity, evens towards these men who deserved the most exemplary punishment since it was felt they were being killed, not for the public good but to gratify the cruelty of an individual.” (Tacitus, Annales, xv. 44)
“But others, on the contrary, disagreed – including Titus himself. They argued that the destruction of the Temple was a number one priority in order to destroy completely the religion of the Jews and the Christiani: For although these religions are conflicting, they nevertheless developed from the same origins. The Christiani arose from the Jews: With the root removed, the branch [stirps] is easily killed.” (Tacitus, Fragment 2)
Josephus: “… Festus was now dead, and Albinus was but upon the road; so he assembled the sanhedrin of judges, and brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was called Christ, whose name was James, and some others, [or, some of his companions]; and when he had formed an accusation against them as breakers of the law, he delivered them to be stoned” (Josephus, Antiquities, 20.9.1)
“Now, there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of wonderful works—a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many of the Jews, and many of the Gentiles. He was [the] Christ; and when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principal men amongst us, had condemned him to the cross, those that loved him at the first did not forsake him, for he appeared to them alive again the third day, as the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning him; and the tribe of Christians, so named from him, are not extinct at this day.” (Josephus, Antiquities, 18.3.3)
