HUMA4655 The Synoptic Gospels

Mar. 22 The Historical Jesus IV
Read for today’s class: Tatum chs. 12-13.
On-line resources: one of the most interesting (if not also important) archeological finds of recent years has been the ossuary (bone box) of Jesus’ brother James. Biblical Archeology Review is following the trial that seeks to prove the owner of the box, Oded Golan, forged part of the box’s inscription that identifies its occupant as “James, son of Joseph, brother of Jesus.” Follow the discussion at http://www.bib-arch.org/debates/antiquities-trial-00.asp
A. Miracles

1. What are Miracles?

· the miracles of Jesus: healings, exorcisms, walking on water, and stilling a storm, and also (in a sense) his birth and resurrection

· are Jesus’ miracles merely products of early Christians’ incomplete knowledge of science? What may have appeared supernatural (e.g., demon possession) was really quite natural (e.g., schizophrenia) and its cure (e.g., exorcism) was really a primitive form of modern methods of relieving the problem (e.g., psychoanalysis)

· two conclusions regarding the miracle stories: on the one hand, they are heavily fictionalized, but on the other, they are based on the reality that Jesus did perform deeds considered miracles both by ancient and modern standards

2. Miracle Stories

· form criticism tells us that gospel stories fit certain models, or genres, of writing known in antiquity; miracle stories also follow a stereotypical form

· we will look at the story of the Widow’s Son at Nain (Gospel Parallels §80) and a similar tale of miraculous resuscitation from the biography of the first-century Greco-Roman wonderworker Apollonios of Tyana (Life of Apollonios 4:5)

· as a further example, note how the story of the Gerasene (Gadarene) Demoniac (Gospel Parallels §106) follows the pattern observable in other exorcism accounts

3. Jesus as a Miracleworker

· why tell miracle stories about Jesus?

· the types of miracles attributed to Jesus were consciously patterned after the careers of two significant figures from ancient Judaism: Elijah and his protégé Elisha. 

· these legendary prophets of the ninth century BCE were said to have powers of healing (2 Kgs 5:8–14; 13:20–21), resuscitation (1 Kgs 17:17–24; 2 Kgs 4:18–36), miraculous feeding (1 Kgs 17:8–16; 2 Kgs 4:42–44), and power over nature (they bring rain in 1 Kgs 17:45 and 2 Kgs 3:13–20; the two part the Jordan in 2 Kgs 2:7–8, 14; and Elisha purifies water in 2 Kgs 2:19–22)

· the prophet in the style of Elijah was a popular figure in the time of Jesus (see Micah 3:1–13; 4:4–6 and Ben Sira 48:1–14)

· a number of Jesus’ contemporaries are associated with Elijah on account of their similar abilities including Hanina ben Dosa, Honi the Circle Drawer, John the Baptist (Mark 6:15; Luke 9:8), and Jesus himself (Mark 8:28 par; Josephus, Ant. 18.63). 

· did Jesus perform miracles? Luke and Matthew report that Jesus himself claimed to have performed miracles (see the miracle summary saying discussed by Tatum, p. 212) and Jesus’ miracleworking is lent additional support by the Beelzebul Controversy (Gospel Parallels §149)

· anthropologists, when discussing healings, distinguish illnesses, the experiences of disvalued changes in states of being and in social function, from diseases, the abnormalities in the structure and function of body organs and systems. Illness, therefore, can be relieved by refusing to marginalize the afflicted.

· skin diseases, labeled generically as “leprosy” in the gospels, rendered one unclean in Jewish society. This state of impurity could be transmitted by the “leper” to anyone or anything he or she touched. Jesus, for his part, relieved the illness (not the disease) by refusing to accept the disease’s ritual uncleanness and social ostracization

· anthropologists see a connection between exorcisms and colonialism. “Possession groups” in communities under colonialism both hate the occupying power for oppressing the people, but at the same time admire their oppressor’s strength. As a society, the possession group suffers from a split personality, but this problem is observable also on the microcosmic level in individuals. The ritual and drama of the exorcism represents rebellion against the oppressor
B. Trial and Execution

1. The Events

· both Christian and non-Christian sources for the trial and execution agree on three main points: (1) Jesus was executed, (2) the execution occurred during the administration of Pontius Pilate, (3) Pilate operated in collusion with Jewish leaders (only Tacitus, Annals, 15.44 omits this last point)

· the first two points are undeniable, but scholars are increasingly reluctant to consider Jewish leaders culpable in Jesus’ death. Why?

· when reduced to its bare details, the Passion Narrative suggests that Jesus was arrested for causing a disturbance in the Temple during Passover celebrations

· we will examine Gospel Parallels §200 The Cleansing of the Temple
· examples from the first-century when Jews expressed their dissatisfaction with Roman domination by causing disturbances during Passover:

· 4 BCE: after Herod the Great’s death, a group demonstrated against the former king’s execution of some teachers. His son Archelaus was afraid of the disturbance spreading to the greater crowd and to those outside the Temple so he slaughtered about 3000 people

· 44 CE: a Roman soldier mooned the Passover crowds. The pilgrims began to throw rocks, so the governor, fearing escalation, cleared out the Temple. According to the report, 30 000 people were crushed in the chaos

· what might we conclude from this about Jesus’ arrest?

2. As the Scriptures Say

· given the presence of the large amount of scripture quotations in the Passion Narrative, no biblical scholar could deny that details of the account were inspired by passages from the Hebrew Bible

· how much of the narrative reflects what occurred and how much of it was invented to fit scripture? or, how much of it is “history remembered” versus how much is “prophesy historicized”?

· many of the details of Jesus’ trial may derive from Christians’ own experiences of persecution (see Mark 13:9–13 par)

