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Preface

The essay published here is a slightly expanded version of an article published in Religion 25
(October, 1995), pp. 317-38. That article represents results of a graduate seminar in New
Testament that I conducted for the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley, California, during the
Fall semester of 1994. The seminar, "Examining The Five Gospels," was devoted to a critical
analysis of the work of the now famous "Jesus Seminar," as published in its "red letter edition" of
the four canonical gospels plus the Gospel of Thomas. My seminar was held on the campus of the
Pacific School of Religion, where, nine years before, the Jesus Seminar had begun its work. It
provided me with material for lectures on historical Jesus scholarship in general, and the Jesus
Seminar in particular, at Indiana University Bloomington in November 1994, and at UC Santa
Barbara and UC Santa Cruz in May 1995.

Following upon my lecture at Santa Barbara I received a request from the American Editor of
Religion, Ivan Strenski, a UC colleague, that I write up my findings in the form of an article that



could be published in the journal. I agreed to this, and submitted the article to the journal during
the summer of 1995; it was then scheduled for publication in the October issue. Religion,
published in London, is an international journal devoted to the study of critical issues in religion
and religions, ancient and modern, and theoretical approaches to such topics. It is read by religious
studies generalists and specialists in diverse areas of the study of religion. Thus, I attempted to
tailor my article to this wider audience, though I certainly hope that it will attract the attention of
New Testament scholars as well. This latter possibility is enhanced by its republication in the
"Occasional Papers" series of the Institute for Antiquity and Christianity.

I want to express my thanks to Ivan Strenski, first for inviting me to contribute the article to
Religion, and then for arranging with the publisher (Academic Press, London) for permission to
republish it here. Christopher Morray-Jones, a colleague at UC Berkeley (where I also taught
during the Fall semester of 1994), sat in on several sessions of my GTU seminar, and provided
many useful insights in the seminar's discussions, for which I heartily thank him. He also read and
responded to a pre-publication manuscript of my Religion article. Others who read the manuscript,
and provided useful comments, were Gregory J. Riley and James M. Robinson at Claremont, and
A. Thomas Kraabel at Luther College in Iowa. My thanks go to all of them. I am especially
grateful to James M. Robinson for encouraging me to publish this essay in the "Occasional
Papers" series of the Institute, and for providing the "Foreword" for it, wherein the reader will also
find a capsule summary of his own interpretation of the historical Jesus.

1. The Jesus Seminar

In March of 1985 Robert Funk, a well known New Testament scholar, presided over the first
meeting of a group of scholars that he had convened, dubbed "the Jesus Seminar." Meeting on the
campus of the Pacific School of Religion in Berkeley, California, the group embarked on an
unprecedented project, to examine the available sources, canonical and non-canonical, in quest of
"the voice of Jesus," i.e. "what he really said." [1] The procedure would be as follows: the group
would meet biennially, each meeting focusing on a particular set of sayings attributed to Jesus
with discussion of previously circulated position papers, with the view to achieving a consensus
on the authenticity or non-authenticity of each of the sayings. After discussion and debate a vote
would be taken, with each participant casting a colored bead into a box. There would be four
colors: red, indicating that Jesus undoubtedly said this, or something very close; pink, indicating
that Jesus probably said something like this; gray, indicating that Jesus did not say this, though the
idea(s) contained in it may reflect something of Jesus' own; and black, indicating that Jesus did not
say anything like it, the saying in question reflecting a different or later tradition. [2] Each color
would be assigned a rating (red=3; pink=2; gray=1; black=0), and the results would be tabulated to
achieve a "weighted average" on a scale of 1.00 (.7501 and up = red; .5001 to .7500 = pink; .2501
to .5000 = gray; .0000 to .2500 = black). The tabulated votes would be reflected in the published
results, in which sayings attributed to Jesus would be color-coded, in a kind of "red-letter edition"
of the gospels.

The Jesus Seminar proceeded in this fashion for six years, averaging around 30 participants per
session. From time to time its results would be reported to the press, resulting in newspaper and
magazine articles intended for public consumption. The attendant publicity was designed to
guarantee an awareness of, and stimulate interest in, the work of the Jesus Seminar among the
general public, and to create a ready readership for the published results. Part of the project was
also the preparation of a new translation of the gospels, prepared by a group within the Seminar,
known as "the Scholars Version." This translation, and the work of the Jesus Seminar as a whole,
includes the non-canonical Gospel of Thomas, preserved in a Coptic version as part of the Nag
Hammadi Codices discovered in Upper Egypt in 1945. [3] The results of all this work appeared in
1993: The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus, by Robert W. Funk, Roy
W. Hoover, and the Jesus Seminar, published by Macmillan in New York. Meanwhile, the Jesus
Seminar has embarked on a new phase, designed to answer the question, "What did Jesus really
do?"



The Five Gospels includes an extensive Introduction, followed by the translation of, and
commentary on, the gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, John, and Thomas. After each segment
("pericope") of the gospels in which Jesus is quoted as saying something, commentary is provided
explaining why the sayings were colored as they were. Special topics are treated in brief "cameo
essays" scattered throughout the book. It should be noted that only 18% of the attributed sayings
of Jesus are regarded by the Jesus Seminar as authentic, i.e. receiving a rating of either red or pink.
Thus a full 82% of the sayings tradition is counted as inauthentic, i.e. rated as black or gray. [4]
Such a surprising result might provide the grounds for some scepticism as to the procedures and
methods that led to it. As we shall see, such scepticism is not unjustified.

In what follows I shall assess the work of the Jesus Seminar and its results as published in The
Five Gospels. This will be done with reference to the Seminar's statements in the Introduction, in
the commentary to individual pericopes, and in some of the "cameo essays." [5] Limitations of
space preclude a complete discussion of all of the evidence, but the items chosen for discussion
should provide enough of a sample to arrive at a critical assessment and some concluding
observations. This discussion will proceed under four headings, considering 1) problems of
method, 2) historical premises, 3) examples of mistranslation in "the Scholars Version," and 4)
problems of interpretation of the 18% of the sayings tradition assigned by the Jesus Seminar to the
historical Jesus.

But first, it is necessary to situate the work of the Jesus Seminar in its own historical context as
part of the on-going scholarly "quest of the historical Jesus."

2. Quests of the Historical Jesus

Historical investigation of the Jesus tradition untrammelled by theological agendas is the product
of the 18th-century Enlightenment. One of the first to undertake such an investigation was the
orientalist Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694-1768), with whose work Albert Schweitzer begins
his classic work, The Quest of the Historical Jesus. [6] Reimarus saw in Jesus of Nazareth a
Jewish messianic revolutionary whose failure led his followers to steal his body and create a new
story of Jesus based on aspects of Jewish messianism. The Christian religion did not grow out of
the teaching of Jesus; it is a new creation which gradually unfolded out of a series of failed
expectations. [7]

The story of the "Quest of the Historical Jesus," as told by Schweitzer, includes not only rationalist
attempts at discrediting traditional Christian teaching, but also attempts by Christian theologians to
fend off such critiques by creating an edifice of critical theological scholarship by which a
believable "real Jesus" might emerge to view. The result, often enough, was a "modernized" Jesus,
one whose ethical genius and message of a "spiritual kingdom" brought him close to the liberal
ideas of 19th-century German Protestantism.

Schweitzer's own position on the historical Jesus, present from beginning to end in his famous
book but developed especially at the end, is represented by what he calls "thoroughgoing
eschatology." This is Schweitzer's lasting contribution to scholarship, even though his own
reconstruction of Jesus' short career is open to considerable criticism. [8] 19th-century research
had opened up new insights into the study of Palestinian Judaism, on the basis of research into the
so-called "Pseudepigrapha" of the Hebrew Bible, [9] that identified a prominent trend in that
Judaism called "Jewish apocalyptic." It was inevitable that the teachings and activity of Jesus
would be examined in terms of its relationship to Jewish eschatology and the apocalyptic
worldview prominent in first-century Jewish Palestine. [10] Schweitzer's discussion of "the
eschatological question" in his Quest (pp. 223-41) culminates with his treatment of Johannes
Weiss' epoch-making work on "The Preaching of Jesus concerning the Kingdom of God." [11]
Weiss had demonstrated unassailably that "the preaching of Jesus was purely eschatological”
(241).



Eschatology as such, involving ideas of the last judgment, resurrection, and supernatural
deliverance of the elect from temporal earthly existence, is quite foreign to modern (or "post-
modern") ways of thinking, and it was inevitable that a scholarly struggle would be mounted
against it as holding the key to Jesus' teachings. [12] Eschatology was equally distasteful to Albert
Schweitzer himself, and herein lies his greatness as a scholar: As a critical historian Schweitzer
was constrained by the evidence to situate the historical Jesus squarely within his own temporal-
geographic context in first-century Judaism. This Jesus is a foreigner to us: "the historical Jesus
will be to our time a stranger and an enigma." [13]

Ever since Schweitzer the eschatological paradigm has, at least until recently, been dominant in
critical scholarship. But in our century theologians learned how to deal "hermeneutically" with an
eschatological Jesus. Rudolf Bultmann, the preeminent New Testament scholar of the first half of
our century, is a case in point. He could resolve in his own work the "either-or" proposition of
Schweitzer: either "thoroughgoing scepticism" or "thoroughgoing eschatology." [14] In his classic
treatment of the historical Jesus, Jesus and the Word, [15] Bultmann asserted that "we can now
know almost nothing concerning the life and personality of Jesus, since the early Christian sources
show no interest in either, are moreover fragmentary and often legendary." [16] What can be
discovered, on the basis of critical assessment of the earliest Palestinian level of tradition, is the
essentials of Jesus' message, his "word." This "word" has to do with the coming of the Kingdom of
God, a "miraculous eschatological event," but one that has to be interpreted existentially: "the
Kingdom of God is a power which, although it is entirely future, wholly determines the present . . .
because it now compels man to decision."[17] For Bultmann, a scholarly "quest of the historical
Jesus" is not only impossible, but theologically illegitimate because it substitutes worldly proof for
faith.

This was the dominant position of the Bultmann school until 1953, when one of Bultmann's
students, Ernst Kdsemann, in a famous address to the annual gathering of the "old Marburgers"
(i.e. fellow Bultmannians), proposed that some interest in the historical Jesus is theologically valid
since the Lord of the Church cannot be viewed completely as a mythological being, unconnected
to his historical existence. Kdsemann's statement set in motion what came to be called the "New
Quest of the Historical Jesus." [18] This quest was "new" in the sense that scholarly interest in the
historical Jesus, eschewed by Bultmann, was coupled with Bultmann's existentialist hermeneutics.
In this view there is, after all, a connection between the eschatological message of Jesus and the
christological kerygma ("proclamation") of the church. [19]

It is to be noted that the "New Quest," though not lacking interest in key events of Jesus' life, was,
like Bultmann himself, primarily interested in the message of Jesus and the essentials of his
teaching. In order to get at this teaching, critical study of the gospel traditions is required, with the
application of form criticism [20] and other critical tools. Criteria also have to be devised for
determining the authenticity of individual sayings of Jesus. The most important of these criteria,
already used by Bultmann, was dubbed by Norman Perrin "the criterion of dissimilarity": "the
earliest form of a saying we can reach may be regarded as authentic if it can be shown to be
dissimilar to characteristic emphases both of ancient Judaism and of the early Church." [21]

Though it is not denied that Jesus' teaching consisted of "variations on themes from the religious
life of ancient Judaism," nevertheless, "if we are to seek that which is most characteristic of
Jesus," it will be found in the things wherein he differs from Judaism, such things as would be
"new and startling to Jewish ears." [22] An unstated premise here, of course, is that Jesus was
unique among his contemporaries.

While the "New Quest" was dominating German scholarship and American scholarship influenced
by it, the "Old Quest" was proceeding as usual in places like Great Britain and North America.
More recently there has developed what is sometimes referred to as the "Third Quest," [23]
exemplified by a spate of books continuing unabated. This "Third Quest," unlike the "New" one,
lacks a unifying theological agenda, but it is also distinguishable from the first two quests in
claiming to lack any theological agenda. The unifying factor in such works is the claim that



critical historical research, involving careful sifting of the sources, can lead to positive knowledge
about who Jesus was. The most important feature of much of the current work is the attempt to

situate Jesus squarely within the context of first-century Palestine and Second Temple Judaism.
[24]

Another interesting aspect of some of the current research is the use of theoretical models drawn
from the social sciences to shed light on the socio-political context in which Jesus operated. Gerd
Theissen, for example, sees Jesus as the founder of a "renewal movement within Judaism," and
proceeds to subject this "Jesus Movement" (active 30-70 CE) to a functional sociological analysis.
[25] Jesus and some of his followers are depicted as "wandering charismatics," dependent on
sympathizers in the local villages. At one point in his discussion he cites an interesting analogy in
the larger Gentile world:

The wandering Cynic philosophers are in some way analogous to the earliest Christian
wandering charismatics. They too seem to have led a vagabond existence and also to
have renounced home, families, and possessions. [26]

The Cynics, it will be recalled, were itinerant preachers of a philosophy of freedom from every
constraint and a life lived with minimal requirements "according to nature." Flouting social
convention, they derived their name (kynikoi,"dog-like") from an epithet applied to one of their
founders, "the Dog" Diogenes (of Sinope, 4th-cent. BCE), who went about Athens doing in public
everything that a dog might do, all the while hurling insults on his contemporaries. The following
chreia, [27] among many preserved by Diogenes Laertius, is typical:

One time while masturbating in the market place he said, 'Would that it were possible to
relieve hunger simply by rubbing the belly.' [28]

Since virtually anything is possible nowadays in New Testament scholarship, it was almost a
foregone conclusion that Gerd Theissen's throw-away analogy would issue in a number of books
and articles depicting Jesus as a Cynic. F. Gerald Downing set about assembling what he took to
be "parallels" from the Cynic (but also Stoic!) tradition to items in the Jesus tradition, [29] and
argues in a more recent work [30] that Cynics could have been active in Galilee in Jesus' day
because the example of Jesus proves it!

This brings us to the recent work of John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a
Mediterranean Jewish Peasant, [31] whose dust jacket advertises it as "the first comprehensive
determination of who Jesus was, what he did, what he said"! According to Crossan, the
eschatological Jesus was foisted on the tradition by the early church. Jesus himself rejected the
eschatological message of John the Baptist and adopted an "egalitarian" and "sapiential" teaching
and demeanor appropriate to his peasant background. Crossan's handling of his sources produces
an astonishing conclusion, in what most people would regard as an oxymoron: "The historical
Jesus was, then, a peasant Jewish Cynic." [32]

One can only wonder how Crossan could reach this conclusion, and at least part of the answer is
conveniently found in Appendix 1, "An Inventory of the Jesus Tradition by Chronological
Stratification and Independent Attestation." [33] Trickster-like, Crossan deftly sets standard
critical scholarship on its head by assigning to the earliest stratum (30-60 CE) such sources as the
Gospel of Thomas (i.e. a supposed "first layer"), Papyrus Egerton 2 and other papyrus fragments,
and the Gospel of the Hebrews, writings usually assigned to the second century. [34] He even
invents a new gospel of his own which he assigns to this period, the "Cross Gospel," which he
reconstructs out of the second-century Gospel of Peter. [35] To the "second stratum" of tradition
(60-80 CE) he assigns the Gospel of the Egyptians, his "second layer" of the Gospel of Thomas,
and a hypothetical "Dialogue Collection" embedded in the Dialogue of the Savior, one of the
Coptic texts of the Nag Hammadi corpus (NHC I11,5). [36] Thus, items in early Christian literature



that betray a de-eschatologization of tradition are now taken as evidence for a "pre-apocalyptic"
Jesus.

I bring up the work of Crossan here because he is Co-Chair of the Jesus Seminar, and has

obviously played a prominent role in the making of The Five Gospels, to which we now return.
(37]

3. Methodology of the Jesus Seminar

We have already discussed the procedures by which the Jesus Seminar came to its results as
published in The Five Gospels. As we saw, the aim of the Seminar was to answer the question,
"What did Jesus really say?" The second question, "What did Jesus really do?" was put off to a
second phase of the project. But this separation of "word" from "deed" is itself untenable, and
leads to a distortion of the evidence. Jesus is presented as a "talking head," [38] one that bears
little or no relationship to what the historical Jesus, the head's body, did or what was done to him,
from his (highly significant!) baptism by John to his (also highly significant!) death on a Roman
cross. "Actions speak louder than words," and that is especially true of symbolic actions. [39]
Thus, a much better case could be made for asking the "deeds" question first and then situating the
sayings into that framework, has been done e.g. by E. P. Sanders. [40] The Jesus Seminar's
exclusive attention to the sayings tradition, reminiscent of the emphases of the now old "New
Quest," inevitably issues in skewed results.

In their assessment of the sayings tradition the Jesus Seminar adopted an important rule:
"Canonical boundaries are irrelevant in critical assessments of the various sources of information
about Jesus" (p. 35). All words attributed to Jesus in extant material from the first three centuries
CE were taken into account, canonical and non-canonical. This is consonant with the stated intent
of the Seminar, to act "in accordance with the canons of historical inquiry" (ibid.). This is one of
the more laudable aspects of the work of the Jesus Seminar, at least as a statement of intent. Thus,
the Gospel of Thomas, a collection of sayings of Jesus, is included as the fifth gospel in The Five
Gospels, and fragmentary sayings material is also often included in the commentary.

The dating of some of these sources, however, is open to criticism. In a "cameo essay" on "Stages
in the Development of Early Christian Tradition" (p. 128) [41] dates are assigned to the earliest
sources, actual and hypothetical. In the case of the Gospel of Thomas, for example, a supposed
"first edition" of Thomas is assigned to the same period as the hypothetical sayings source "Q"
(50-60 CE), its "surviving edition" (more plausibly) to between 100 and 150. No convincing case
can be made, however, for an early "first edition" of the Gospel of Thomas. While some of its 113
sayings may put us in touch with very early tradition, independent of the canonical gospels, such a
finding can only be made by close analysis of each individual saying. The redacted version of
those sayings that we have in the Gospel of Thomas represents a de-eschatologization of the
tradition and is furthermore completely dominated by a (probably Syrian) type of Christianity
oriented to mysticism and informed by a myth of the descent and ascent of the soul. [42] The
assumptions about the Gospel of Thomas made by the Jesus Seminar are quite naive, though in
actual fact even they could only find two of its singly attested sayings (i.e. sayings lacking
canonical parallels) to warrant so much as a pink rating (Sayings 97 and 98), a judgment with
which I have no quarrel.

Much of the methodology of the Jesus Seminar is, of course, standard and based on the results of
two centuries of critical scholarship. The basic critical approach is presented in a discussion of
seven "pillars of scholarly wisdom" in the Introduction to The Five Gospels. The first four of these
are:

1. The distinction between the historical Jesus and the Christ of Christian faith.
2. Preference for the synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke) over John as sources for
the historical Jesus.



3. The chronological priority of the Gospel of Mark.
4. The hypothetical source "Q" used independently by Matthew and Luke. (P. 3)

These four pillars represent the findings of 19th-century scholarship now commonly accepted. The
last three reflect more recent trends:

5. "The liberation of the non-eschatological Jesus . . . from Schweitzer's eschatological
Jesus."

6. The fundamental contrast between an oral culture, such as that of Jesus, and a print
culture.

7. The "burden of proof" on those who argue for authenticity, rather than on those who
argue for inauthenticity. (Pp. 4-5)

The last two "pillars" lead to the development of elaborate "rules of oral evidence" and "rules of
attestation" that reflect refinements of older discussions of form-history and criteria for
determining authenticity, such as "multiple attestation" (pp. 25-30). [43]

One interesting holdover from the old "New Quest" is the criterion of dissimilarity, referred to
here as "distinctive discourse" (p. 30). The "distinctiveness" of Jesus vis-a-vis the early Christian
tradition is, of course, one of the refinements of the first "pillar of scholarly wisdom." That "Jesus
was not the first Christian" (p. 24) is a fundamental starting point for critical research in the study
of the Jesus tradition, for there can be no denying that early Christian faith has not only preserved
but heavily impacted the Jesus tradition. The other side of this criterion, however, is not so
obvious. The Jesus Seminar describes Jesus' "distinctive discourse" as follows:

Jesus' characteristic talk was distinctive . . . .
Jesus' sayings and parables cut against the social and religious grain. . . .

e Jesus' sayings and parables surprise and shock: they characteristically call for a reversal
of roles or frustrate ordinary, everyday expectations. (Pp. 30-31)

While there is some truth to these observations, such as the "call for a reversal of roles" that is
prominent in the Jesus tradition, the overall thrust of the application of this emphasis on the
"distinctiveness" of Jesus in the work of the Jesus Seminar is that the historical Jesus must be
viewed over against the Jewish society and religion in which he was reared.

The key feature of the Jesus Seminar's method, which also inevitably results in the rejection of
82% of the sayings tradition from the data base of Jesus' authentic sayings, is reflected in pillar
five, the rejection of eschatology. The following comments are highly instructive:

The eschatological Jesus reigned supreme among gospel scholars from the time of Weiss
and Schweitzer to the end of World War II. Slowly and surely the evidence began to
erode that view . . . . The creation of the Jesus Seminar coincides with the reemergence of
interest in the Jesus of history, which was made possible by the wholesale shift of biblical
scholarship away from its earlier academic home in the church, seminaries, and isolated
theological enclaves. . . . As that interest came back to life in the 1970s and 1980s,
scholars were surprised to learn that they no longer labored under the tyranny of either
neo-orthodoxy or an eschatological Jesus. . . . The liberation of the non-eschatological
Jesus of the aphorisms and parables from Schweitzer's eschatological Jesus is the fifth
pillar of contemporary scholarship. (Pp. 3-4)

The "evidence" leading to the "erosion" of the eschatological Jesus paradigm is not cited, for the
very good reason that it does not exist! On the contrary, all of the real evidence that has come to
light since Weiss and Schweitzer --the massive evidence now available in the Dead Sea Scrolls is
probably the most important-- only serves to confirm the fact that the apocalyptic worldview was
pervasive in first-century Jewish Palestine. And this evidence is of direct relevance to the study of



the historical Jesus. [44] So one begins to wonder about a possible "hidden agenda" in the
rejection of eschatology by the Jesus Seminar.

With the gospel of "liberation" from the "tyranny" of the eschatological Jesus so fervently
embraced, what paradigm does the Jesus Seminar propose to put in its place? Answer: "the laconic
sage":

e Jesus does not as a rule initiate dialogue or debate, nor does he offer to cure people.

e Jesus rarely makes pronouncements or speaks about himself in the first person.

e Jesus makes no claim to be the Anointed, or messiah. . . . Like the cowboy hero of the
American West exemplified by Gary Cooper, the sage of the ancient Near East was
laconic, slow to speech, a person of few words. The sage does not provoke encounters. . .
. As a rule, the sage is self-effacing, modest, unostentatious. (P. 32)

An obvious question that the Jesus Seminar has not entertained, but will presumably have to be
faced in its second phase of work, is this: Who would want to crucify a laconic sage, even one
whose discourse is "distinctive"? And why?

4. Historical Premises of the Jesus Seminar

The approach taken by the Jesus Seminar brings with it a number of historical premises, most of
them unwarranted or unsupportable. These premises inform the choice of colors to be assigned to
the sayings of Jesus. Some of these premises arise from the Seminar's a priori rejection of
eschatology; others are based on other factors. Here are my comments on a few of them:

a. John "the Baptist" is one of the more colorful figures in first-century Palestine, attested both in
the New Testament and in the writings of the Jewish historian Josephus. [45] Preaching a message
of repentance, in preparation for the coming of God in judgment, he offered his hearers a
purificatory bath ("baptism") in the waters of the Jordan river as a sign of their repentance and the
forgiveness of their sins. This would enable them to escape the wrath of God's coming judgment
and the "unquenchable fire" of hell (Matt 3:1-12 and parallels). We do not know the names of very
many of the Jews who underwent this baptism and became John's followers, but we do know the
name of one: Yeshu'a bar Yoseph of Nazareth (or "Nazara"), better known as Jesus of Nazareth.
The Jesus Seminar will now have us believe that Jesus, after his baptism by John, rejected John's
"mentality" of impending cataclysm, "quit the ascetic desert, and returned to urban Galilee" where
he "took up eating and drinking and consorting with toll collectors and sinners, and developed a
different point of view" (p. 4), one much like that of "the Cynic philosophers who probably
wandered about Galilee in Jesus' day" (p. 316). The apocalyptic worldview characteristic of John
the Baptist and early Christians such as Paul and others was attributed to Jesus by his followers
after his death; they, in turn, had learned it from John the Baptist (pp. 40-41, 135). Jesus himself
did not proclaim "that the end of the age was near"; rather he "spoke most characteristically of
God's rule as close or already present but unrecognized" (p. 40). Accordingly, virtually all of the
sayings in the Jesus tradition that refer to the future kingdom of God, or judgment, rewards and
punishments after death, etc., are colored black by the Seminar.

By what canon of historiography such a view of Jesus is developed is a mystery, for it is not only
intrinsically improbable but strains credulity to the breaking point.

That early Christians reinterpreted Jesus' message in the interests of their developing christology
is, of course, most probable, but these early Christians also preserved much of Jesus' own
teaching. Indeed, a common-sense application of historical method can distinguish between Jesus'
eschatology, focusing on the "coming" of God's "kingdom" or "rule," and that of the early church,
focusing on the "coming" (i.e. return) of Jesus as the heavenly "Son of Man" (presumably in view
of the non-arrival of the kingdom coupled with a belief in his resurrection from the dead). [46]
Jesus referred to himself enigmatically as "the Son of Man"; it is probably early Christian



interpretation of the Jesus tradition that explicated this self-designation in terms of an
interpretation of Daniel 7:13, with its reference to "one like a son of man coming with the clouds
of heaven." [47] Thus, there is a clear distinction between the expectation of a coming "kingdom"
and the expectation of a coming heavenly "Son of Man." [48] To attribute the latter to early
Christian interpretation is fully in accord with instrinsic probability, but it is intrinsically
improbable that both are the product of early Christian interpretation. Even more improbable is the
notion that early Christians consciously rejected a non-eschatological message of Jesus in favor of
one gotten from John the Baptist, whose message, in turn, Jesus himself is supposed to have
rejected. But this is the view of the Jesus Seminar, and the premise upon which they color Jesus'
eschatological sayings black. Of course, they also have to color black Jesus' depiction of John as
"more than a prophet" and "the messenger" predicted in Malachi 3:1 (Matt 11:9-10 // Luke 7:26-
27, a"Q" saying), and similar sayings about John.

b. How did the Jesus tradition get its eschatology? The Jesus Seminar has a ready answer: "Q
people." These are people who carried out some sort of (unspecified) mission in Galilee and who
resentfully developed a message of judgment against the people of villages there who did not
respond positively. For example, the "woes" (which the Jesus Seminar transforms into curses) [49]
against Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum (Matt 11:20-24 // Luke 10:13-15, "Q") were not
pronounced by Jesus but by "prophets" of the "Q community" (pp. 181, 320). Jesus' refusal to
provide any "sign" except that of Jonah, and his prophecy of judgment against "this generation"
(Matt 12:39-42 // Luke 11:29-32, "Q") is likewise attributed to the "Q community" on the grounds
that Jesus "did not share the common apocalyptic view that the end of history was near, nor did he
threaten judgment" (p. 332; cf. 188). One finds throughout The Five Gospels such references to
the "Q community" or "Q people," supposedly active in Galilee in the period ca. 40-60 CE. Who
were these people?

That there were followers of Jesus in Galilee after his death is, indeed, probable. The problem is
that we have no evidence at all about them. The only Galilean followers of Jesus of whom we
have any record are the ones referred to in the Acts of the Apostles (chs. 1-12) as active in the
formation of the church in Jerusalem, people like Simon Peter and Jesus' brother James (Jacob).
We can suppose (though the Jesus Seminar does not) that the Galileans in Jerusalem were in
contact with those back home in Galilee, and later with Jesus believers in places like Caesarea and
Antioch on the Orontes, but our evidence is scanty (Acts 10-15). The "Q community" of the Jesus
Seminar is, in fact, extrapolated from a supposed "apocalyptic" second layer of the hypothetical
"Q," and lacks any evidentiary support. Indeed, it is not all that obvious that the authors of
Matthew and Luke got their copies of "Q" from co-religionists in Galilee, or that "Q" was
produced there. So the Galilean "Q community" is, simply, a figment of scholarly imagination.
[50]

c. One of the items in the gospel tradition that is usually taken for granted is that Jesus had twelve
disciples. [51] The Jesus Seminar would seem to dispute this, although the issue of "the Twelve"
as such is not discussed. They grant that Jesus had followers, both men and women, but they argue
that Jesus did not actively recruit them. Thus, Jesus' call to Simon and Andrew (Mark 1:16) is
colored gray. It is argued that Jesus, as "an itinerant sage without institutional goals," did not
recruit people, but he might have used the metaphor of "fishing for people" in another context (p.
41). Elsewhere the exhortation "Follow me" is colored black, with one exception: "Follow me, and
leave it to the dead to bury their own dead" (Matt 8:22 // Luke 9:59-60, "Q"). This reply to a
would-be follower who first wants to bury his father is colored pink on the grounds that it
"contradicts traditional familial relationships" and advises the potential follower "to dishonor his
father," something not only socially unacceptable but a violation of one of the Ten
Commandments (pp. 160, 317). This interpretation of the pericope requires us to assume that the
potential follower is actually arranging for, or about to arrange for, the burial of a father who has
just died, something that is not given in the text. [52] In any case, Jesus' attitude toward the
commandment in question is clearly enough stated in a discussion with some Pharisees where he
brings up their halakah (legal interpretation, lit. "walking") on gorban (meaning "consecrated to
God"), a passage that the Seminar regards as inauthentic (Matt 15:3 -9, grey // Mark 7:6-8, black).



As Jesus did not recruit followers for a special mission, so also did he not have a "mission" of his
own: "he probably did not think of his work as a program he was sent to carry out" (p. 47).
Accordingly, all of the "I have come . . ." pronouncements of Jesus, i.e. those announcing his
mission (e.g. Mark 2:17; Luke 12:49-51), are regarded by the Seminar as inauthentic (p. 343).

d. It is usually assumed by critical scholars that Jesus restricted his activity to Israel, i.e. his fellow
Jews. [53] The Jesus Seminar, however, believes that "a restricted mission was not characteristic
of Jesus." Thus, Jesus' command to his disciples not to go to non-Israelites or Samaritans but to
restrict their activity to "the lost sheep of the house of Israel" (Matt 10:5-6) is colored black as
reflecting "the point of view of a Judaizing branch" of the early church (pp. 167-68). Jesus himself
"is believed to have had frequent contact with gentiles in the towns and cities around the Sea of
Galilee" (p. 204), presumably to stay in touch with the (historically unattested!) "Cynic
philosophers who probably wandered about Galilee in Jesus' day" (p. 316).

In fact, there were a number of predominantly gentile cities in Galilee. The most important of
these were Tiberias, on the shore of the lake, and Sepphoris, a rather short distance from Jesus'
home village of Nazareth (ca. 7 km. as the crow flies). But these cities are conspicuous in the
gospel tradition by their absence! The geographical information we have, such as it is, suggests
that Jesus restricted his activity for the most part to the Jewish villages of rural Galilee.

Tyre and Sidon, on the Phoenician coast, are mentioned in the tradition, but it is not reported that
Jesus went into these cities, only that he spent some time in their "environs" (mevrh, lit. "parts" -
Matt 15:21 par.), where he is reported to have healed a "Canaanite" or "Syrophoenician" (Mark
7:26) woman's daughter. Zaraphath, a place located between Tyre and Sidon, was the site of a
healing miracle reportedly performed by Elijah (1 Kings 17:17-24), an event mentioned in one of
Jesus' sayings (Luke 4:26, colored black by the Seminar). But why Jesus went to this district, if he
did, we do not know.

Similarly, Caesarea Philippi appears in the sources (Banias in northern Gaulanitis, now part of the
Golan, the site of a sacred grotto dedicated to the god Pan), but again Jesus is not represented as
going into the city but only its "environs" (mevrh again - Matt 16:13) or "villages" (kw'mai - Mark
8:27). Site of Peter's "confession" (Mark 8:27-30 par), the area, located at the foot of Mt. Hermon,
was part of Israel's "sacred geography." [54]

The Decapolis, east of the Sea of Galilee, is also mentioned in the tradition (Matt 4:25; Mark 5:20;
7:31). The well known story of Jesus' exorcism of demons who entered swine and caused them to
plunge into the lake to their deaths (Matt 8:28-34 // Mark 5:1-20 // Luke 8:26-39) is variously
located in the "region of the Gadarenes" (cwvran tw'n Gadarhnw'n - Matt 8:28) or the "region of
the Gerasenes" (cwvran tw'n Gerashnw'n - Mark 5:1 // Luke 8:26). Gadara, modern Umm Qeis,
the home of the Cynic philosopher Menippus (3rd cent. BCE) and the Epicurean philosopher
Philodemus (1st cent. BCE), and Gerasa, modern Jerash, were both prominent cities of the
Decapolis (= "ten cities"). It is noteworthy that a textual variant Gergeshnw'n, "of the
Gergesenes," appears in all three gospels, attested in numerous manuscripts and versions, and may
very well be the correct reading. Gadara is located at a considerable distance from the Sea of
Gailee, Gerasa even further. The obscure Gergesa, modern kursi, is located on the lakeshore, a
more likely setting for the exorcism story. [55] The manuscript tradition, with its variants,
probably reflects a scribal substitution of more familiar places in the Decapolis, Gadara and
Gerasa, for the obscure Gergesa.

To be sure, one cannot necessarily take as historically reliable all of the geographical references in
the gospel tradition, or the stories associated with them, but it is a telling fact that in no case at all
is there any reference to "urban Galilee" (p. 4) or the gentile cities as the locus of Jesus' activity!
[56]

e. The assumption that Jesus had regular contact with gentiles in their urban centers leads to a
gross misunderstanding of Jesus' relationship to the Jewish Law. We have already encountered the



claim that Jesus advocated violating one of the Ten Commandments (pp. 160, 317). Thus it is no
surprise to find the Jesus Seminar claiming that Jesus set about "undermining a whole way of life"
by hurling "a categorical challenge to the laws governing pollution and purity" (p. 69). This claim
is based on the saying, "It's not what goes into a person from the outside that can defile; rather it's
what comes out of the person that defiles" (Mark 7:14 par, colored pink). The saying in question,
set in the context of Jesus' challenge to a specific Pharisaic halakah regarding hand-washing, does
not represent "a categorical challenge to the laws" because there were so such "laws" in the Torah,
only, in this case, a Pharisaic opinion regarding purity. In Mark 7:19b (without parallel) we read
(in the Revised Standard Version) the following parenthetical comment: "(Thus he declared all
foods clean)." [57] This is clearly a late gloss, representing a gentile Christian misunderstanding of
Jesus' saying. Though the Jesus Seminar takes no notice of this gloss in its translation, its
interpretation of the saying is in accord with this gentile misunderstanding, and just as perverse as
an interpretation of Jesus' own pronouncement!

Similarly, the injunction to traveling disciples, "whenever you enter a town and they welcome you,
eat whatever is set before you" (Luke 10:8, colored pink) is taken by the Jesus Seminar as an
indication that Jesus advocated a non-observance of kosher laws (p. 319), or indeed that "Jesus
apparently ignored, or deliberately transgressed, food laws" (p. 481, commenting on the
[obviously secondary] parallel in Thomas 14). But this interpretation is only possible if we accept
the assumption of the Jesus Seminar that Jesus regularly dined in gentile homes, which we have no
reason to believe is the case. In fact, there is not a single instance in the Jesus tradition, including
the data base accepted by the Seminar as authentic, in which it can be shown that Jesus violates, or
counsels others to violate, the Jewish Law. [58]

Consistent with the Jesus Seminar's portrayal of Jesus as a habitual violator of the Law is their
representation of him as a "party animal," with a reputation for being "a glutton and a drunk" (e.g.
pp- 49, 180, 303). This view of Jesus, given prominence in The Five Gospels, is ultimately based
on a saying of Jesus that the scholars color gray:

Just remember, John appeared on the scene neither eating nor drinking, and they say, 'He is
demented.' The son of Adam came both eating and drinking, and they say, 'There's a glutton and a
drunk, a crony of toll collectors and sinners!' (Matt 11:18-19 // Luke 7:33-34, "Q").

The contrast set up by Jesus between himself and the ascetic John the Baptist appealed to the
Seminar, but a gray vote resulted because of the presence in the saying of the supposedly
"apocalyptic" figure of the Son of Man (which they translate as "son of Adam").

In a cameo essay on "Feasting and Fasting" another contrast between Jesus and John is discussed.
The claim is made that Jesus did not practice fasting, as did John the Baptist and his followers.
"The early Christian community immediately reverted to fasting as a religious practice," thus
departing from the practice of their master (p. 48). Such a view of Jesus fits well the assumption of
the Seminar that Jesus consistently violated every provision of his religious tradition, and taught
others to do the same.

f. In the gospel tradition Jesus is often presented in dialogue with his opponents on points of law,
using scripture to buttress his arguments. All such cases are regarded as inauthentic by the
Seminar on the assumption that the historical Jesus did not invoke scripture, but rather "taught on
his own authority" (e.g. p. 68; cf. 201), presumably because he lacked training in scripture
interpretation (e.g. p. 236). While one might argue with some plausibility that Jesus' education was
limited, [59] it is odd that the Seminar, while assuming his ignorance of scripture on points of law,
also grants him enough knowledge of particular scriptural texts and traditions to create subtle
"spoofs" on them, or "parodies" of them, in his parables. [60]

g. Among the opponents of Jesus in the gospel tradition the Pharisees stand out in greatest relief.
Thus, it is with some surprise that we find in The Five Gospels the suggestion that there were no
Pharisees in Galilee in Jesus' time; Pharisees were only active there after the Jewish War of 66-70



(pp. 217,239, 242, 244, 369). This claim is made despite the fact that the parable of the Pharisee
and the toll collector (Luke 18:10-14) is colored pink. Even in their commentary to that parable
they say, "it would be anachronistic to portray Jesus as engaged in polemics with them or about
them in Galilee during his life" (p. 369).

Here we encounter an astonishing misunderstanding of the facts. It is, of course, true that some of
the wholesale denunciations of Pharisees in the gospel tradition, such as those in Matthew 23,
reflect the bitter polemics of Jesus-believing Jews against leading Jews of the developing
normative Judaism of the late first century. [61] But by that time the Pharisees (perushim =
"separatists") are no longer a competing party within a variegated Second Temple Judaism. The
Pharisaic interpretation of Torah is in the process of being established as normative ("rabbinic")
Judaism, both in Galilee and in Judea, and the term "Pharisee" is falling out of use as a party
designation. In Matthew 23 and similar passages it is used, together with "hypocrite," as a code-
word of reproach in an intercommunity (but arguably still intra-Jewish) rivalry. As to the earlier
situation in Galilee, there is no reason at all to doubt the presence of groups of Pharisees there in
the Jewish towns and villages, and probably even in the Jewish minority communities living in the
Hellenistic cites. [62] And there is every reason to believe that Jesus of Nazareth entered into
debate with them.

Other examples of the Jesus Seminar's distortion of the historical record could be cited, but
enough has been said of this set of distortions because there are others yet to take up.

5. The "Scholars Version" Translation

The intent of "the Scholars Version" (SV, samples of which have been given in the previous
section), as stated in a preface to The Five Gospels, is to "desacralize" the text of the gospels and
make the translation "sound like a piece of contemporary literature" (p. xvi) by using "the
common street language of the original" (p. xiv). The scholars have succeeded in this effort
brilliantly, whatever one might think of the claim that the original language of the gospels was
"street language." Somewhat incongruously, they also demonstrate their commitment to "political
correctness" with irritating manipulations of grammatical gender and number. For example, the
"child" in Matthew 18:2 (neuter both in Greek and in English) becomes a "she" in the SV rendition
(p- 213). "He who seeks" in Thomas 2 becomes "those who seek" in SV (p. 471).

In what follows I shall discuss the SV translations of some of the key words or phrases used
frequently in the Jesus tradition. As we shall see, "mistranslation” is often a better term for what
the scholars are doing.

a. "God's imperial rule" for hJ basileiva tou' qeou' ("the kingdom of God") (Mark 1:14 et passim).
The Greek word usually translated "kingdom" can also mean "reign" or "rule" (Aramaic malkuta’,
Hebrew malkut). Why "imperial" is added is nowhere explained, and is odd in view of the role
played by the Roman imperium in Jewish Palestine. SV translates basileuv" ("king") in Jesus'
parables as "secular ruler" (e.g. Matt 18:23, colored pink).

b. "I swear to God" for ajmhn levgw uJmi'n (soi) ("amen" or "truly I say to you [pl. or sg.]") (e.g.
John 13:20, colored gray). This use of "amen" (a Hebrew word used in oaths, promises, prayers,
etc.) is variously translated in SV, e.g. "I swear to you" (Matt 5:26, pink), "I tell you" (Luke 12:59,
pink), "so help me!" (Mark 14:30, black), "let me tell you" (Luke 22:34, black). Perhaps this use
of "amen" in Jesus' discourse was a factor in the Seminar's coloring of Jesus' command "Don't
swear at all" (Matt 5:34, gray), though this is not stated in the commentary (p. 143). In any case, it
seems to have escaped the notice of the scholars that Jesus' use of "amen" is religious language,
not "street language."

c. "the son of Adam" for oJ uiJo;" tou' ajnqrwvpou ("the Son of Man") (Mark 2:28 et passim). The
scholars explain their translation in a cameo essay, and refer to three different senses of "son of



Adam" in the Hebrew Bible: an insignificant human being, as in Job 25:4-6; human beings as next
to God in the order of creation, as in Psalm 8:3-6; and "the Apocalyptic Figure of Daniel 7:13-14
(pp. 76-77). In all three cases the translation "son of Adam" is wrong! In Job 25:6 ("how much
less man, who is a maggot, and the son of man, who is a worm!" [RSV]) ‘enosh ("man") and ben
‘adam ("son of man") mean essentially the same thing, "a human being." ‘adam by itself means the
same, i.e. generic "man." In the poetry of Job the juxtaposition of the two terms is a case of
synonymous parallelism, one of the most common features of Hebrew poetry, and Semitic diction
in general. In Hebrew "a son of X" means "a man with the quality of X"; a "daughter of X" means
"a woman with the quality of X," as e.g. in Hannah's plea in 1 Samuel 1:16 not to regard her as "a
base woman" (bat beli'al, lit. "daughter of worthlessness"). "Son of man" thus means the same as
"man," i.e. human being, though "son of" might be taken to indicate that the human being in
question is male, but not necessarily (as in Job 25 and Psalm 8). Psalm 8:4 (8:5 in Hebrew) is
another instance of what we see in Job 25:6, with the juxtaposition of 'enosh and ben 'adam.
Daniel 7:13 is translated by our scholars:

As I looked, in a night vision, I saw one like a son of Adam coming with heaven's clouds.
He came to the Ancient of Days and was presented to him.

This passage is construed by the Seminar in terms of Genesis 1:28, where "the human being"
(Adam) is depicted as "the agent to exercise control over every living creature" (p. 77). But the
Genesis story of Adam is irrelevant to the interpretation of Daniel 7:13, for "son of Adam" does
not occur there. No notice seems to be taken by our scholars that the text of Daniel 7:13 is not
Hebrew but Aramaic! It is read as though the text had ben ‘adam, which it does not. It has kebar
'enash ("one like a son of man" or "one like a human being").

Aramaic was the language of Jesus. In the gospel sayings the enigmatic self-designation "the Son
of Man" renders Aramaic bar 'enasha’, which means essentially "the human being." What Jesus
meant by this term, or even if he used it at all, is a matter of considerable controversy in New
Testament scholarship. [63] In a discussion of Jesus' usage in the aforementioned cameo essay,
three different meanings are assigned to "son of Adam": 1) the heavenly figure who is to come, 2)
one who is to suffer, die, and rise, "a roundabout way of saying 'I'" (e.g. in the passion predictions
in Mark 8:31; 9:30; and 10:33, colored black), and 3) "human beings" in general.

The comment on 1) contains a surprising statement: "On the lips of Jesus those references to the
apocalyptic figure of the future are not self-references but allusions to a third person" (p. 77). This
is surprising because it seems to suggest that Jesus did, after all, have an eschatological doctrine.
The verses quoted as examples (Mark 8:38; 13:26; and 14:62) are all colored black, though it is
reported in the commentary to Mark 13:26 that some members of the Seminar share the view "that
Jesus may have spoken about the son of Adam as a messianic figure other than himself" (p. 113).
But they were decisively outvoted.

One interesting example of 3) in the Seminar's interpretation is the one and only "Son of Man"
saying in the Gospel of Thomas, saying 86 (colored pink): "Foxes have their dens and birds have
their nests but human beings have no place to lay down and rest." This translation of "the Son of
Man" as "human beings" creates a statement that is absurd on its face: animals and birds have

homes, but people don't! [64] The point here, finally, is that the Jesus Seminar's "son of Adam"
amounts to a mistranslation wherever it is used.

d. "Congratulations" for makavrio" ("blessed") (Matt 5:3 et passim). Macarisms pronounced on
"the poor" and other people by Jesus are all rendered this way. But to render "blessed" everywhere
with "congratulations" would lead to even more absurd results; so alternatives do occur, e.g.
"lucky" as applied to Jesus' mother's womb and breasts (Thomas 79) or "fortunate" as applied to
the "eyes" of the disciples (Matt 13:16). In general, "congratulations" might be an appropriate
translation of makavrio" in certain cases in Greek literature, but Jesus spoke Aramaic, and
probably read Hebrew. "Congratulations" is an impossible rendering of 'ashar ("happy™) or berikh
(Heb. barukh, "[divinely] blessed"). Even as a translation of the Greek, one wonders what "the



poor" would have accomplished for which "congratulations" are in order. In short, this example of
"street language" amounts to a distortion of the text.

e. "damn" for oujaiv ("woe"). Most of the woes pronounced by Jesus, transformed into curses by
our scholars, are colored black. But here is a pink one, hurled at the Pharisees: "Damn you,
Pharisees! You're so fond of the prominent seat in synagogues and respectful greetings in
marketplaces" (Luke 11:43). [65] My only comment to this use of "street language" by the Jesus
Seminar is that even first year biblical students ought to know the difference between a "woe"
oracle, or pronouncement of "woe," and a curse. To be sure, the Jesus Seminar could have taken
their street language a little further, with a dose of scatology. Why not "shithouse" instead of
"outhouse" (ajfedrwvn, "latrine") at Mark 7:19?

6. The Jesus Seminar's Interpretation of its Data Base

The "authentic" material in the Jesus sayings tradition comprises 18% of the total, according to the
Jesus Seminar. This, in the view of the scholars, is the non-eschatological part of the tradition. But
is it really? The fact is that eschatology is there, too, willy-nilly, and it requires a hermeneutical
juggling act of considerable dexterity to remove it. I can only treat some examples of their
juggling act here, and do so under three different rubrics.

a. "God's Imperial Rule." In a cameo essay, "God's Imperial Rule: Present or Future?" (pp. 136-
37), the Seminar provides examples of sayings in which God's rule is future (Mark 13:24-27,30;
Mark 9:1) and present (Luke 17:20-21; Thomas 113; Luke 11:20; Luke 11:2). The future-oriented
"apocalyptic" sayings are in accord with the views of John the Baptist and the early Christian
community. The question is,

Did Jesus share this view, or was his vision more subtle, less bombastic and threatening?

The Fellows of the Jesus Seminar are inclined to the second option: Jesus conceived of God's rule
as all around him but difficult to discern. God was so real for him that he could not distinguish
God's present activity from any future activity. He had a poetic sense of time in which the future
and the present merged, simply melted together, in the intensity of his vision. (P.137)

The Seminar takes the following saying as "a key in identifying Jesus' temporal views" (p. 364; cf.
531):

You won't be able to observe the coming of God's imperial rule. People are not going to
say, "Look, here it is!" or 'Over there!' On the contrary, God's imperial rule is right there
in your presence. (Luke 17:20f., pink)

It will not come by watching for it. It will not be said, 'Look here!" or 'Look there!'
Rather, the Father's imperial rule is spread out upon the earth, and people don't see it.
(Thomas 113:2-4, pink)

This saying, addressed to "Pharisees" in Luke and Jesus' "disciples" in Thomas, lacks a narrative
context in either. But is this saying really a non-eschatological saying? Indeed, I would submit that
eschatology is present in it "right there in (the scholars') presence," but they "don't see it."

The key to a proper interpretation of this saying is provided by the next one which the scholars
cite as exemplifying Jesus' "poetic sense of time": "But if by God's finger I drive out demons, then
for you God's imperial rule has arrived" (Luke 11:20, pink). This saying is set in a larger context
in which Jesus has exorcised a demon and is then accused by some as being in league with the
Devil, referred to here as "Beelzebul" and "Satan" (Luke 11:14-26 // Matt 12:22-32 // Mark 3:22-
29). In this context Jesus also says, in a saying our scholars also color pink: "If Satan is divided
against himself --since you claim I drive out demons in Beelzebul's name --how will his kingdom
endure?" (Luke 11:18).



Jesus' reference to "Satan" is part and parcel of his dualistic apocalyptic worldview, not "some
subtle irony," as the scholars would have it (p. 330). In this key passage Jesus claims that his
exorcisms are a sign of the arrival of the kingdom of God and an attack on the domain of Satan,
i.e. part of an end-time struggle between the forces of God and Satan. [66]

The third saying the scholars cite as illlustrating the presence of God's rule is a surprising one
because it does not fit the category:

Father, your name be revered. Impose your imperial rule. (Luke 11:2; "Father" is red, the
rest is pink; cf. Matt 6:9-10)

This saying is recognizable, even in the SV translation, as the opening address and first two
petitions of "the Lord's Prayer": "Father, sanctified (or hallowed, aJgiasqhvtw) be your name, your
kingdom come (ejlgevtw)." The second petition is, in fact, a prayer for the "coming" of God's
future (eschatological!) kingdom.

In their commentary (pp. 325-27; cf. 148-49) no notice is taken of an ancient Jewish prayer that is
certainly reflected in Jesus' own reformulation, the Qaddish. This prayer, composed in vernacular
Aramaic, was originally associated with the study of Torah as a dismissal prayer, but is now used
mainly in connection with mourning for the dead. One of its ancient forms goes like this:

Magnified and sanctified be His great name in the world which He hath created according
to His will. May He establish His kingdom during your life and during your days, and
during the life of all the house of Israel, ever speedily and at a near time, and say ye,
Amen. [67]

This prayer, like that of Jesus, breathes the spirit of the ancient Jewish apocalyptic worldview.

b. Truncated Parables. One of the characteristic modes of Jesus' teaching and preaching was his
use of parables. Many of Jesus' recorded parables are accepted as genuine by the Seminar, but in
some cases only with the application of scissors and paste. The parable of the "Lost Sheep" (Luke
15:4-7) is colored pink, but only up to v. 6, which concludes with "'Celebrate with me, because I
have found my lost sheep." The point of the parable is painted black:

I'm telling you that it'll be just like this in heaven; there'll be more celebrating over one
sinner who has a change of heart than over ninety-nine virtuous people who have no need
to change their hearts (p. 355).

The parable of the "shrewd manager" (Luke 16:1-8) is colored red up to the first part of v. 8: "The
master praised the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly." The point of the parable is

colored black: "for the children of this world [or this age] exhibit better sense in dealing with their
own kind than do the children of light." This is like telling a joke and leaving out the "punch line"!
The scholars do not like this parable's "punch line" because it "moralizes" the story (p. 359).

The scholars have other devices to use in interpreting Jesus' parables that are more inventive than
simply cutting. The parable of "the Sower" (Mark 4:3-8 // Matt 13:3-8 // Luke 8:5-8a // Thomas 9,
all pink) is one of the parables in which agricultural imagery occurs, here with special reference to
the harvest (an eschatological metaphor!), and concludes with reference to a bountiful yield for the
seed that fell on good soil. The Seminar refers to 7homas’ version as the most original (and [ am
inclined to agree) but offers no interpretation except to situate it in the context of "hellenistic
rhetoric" (p. 478). No notice is taken of the supernatural yield referred to (30-fold, 60-fold, 100-
fold in Mark and Matt, 100-fold in Luke, 60-fold and 120-fold in Thomas). [68]

Another parable employing agricultural imagery is the one on the "Mustard Seed" (Mark 4:30-32
// Matt 13:31-32 // Luke 13:18-19 // Thomas 20; red in Thomas, otherwise pink), in which Jesus
compares the growth of the kingdom to that of a small mustard seed which "produces a large plant



and becomes a shelter for birds of the sky" (Thomas 20:3). Our scholars view this one as "a parody
of the mighty cedar of Lebanon [Ezekiel 17:22-23] and the apocalyptic tree of Daniel [4:12, 20-
221" (p. 194). This parable is said to betray "an underlying sense of humor on Jesus' part. It is also
anti-social in that it endorses counter movements and ridicules established tradition" (p. 485). No
further comment is required here.

The two singly attested sayings in Thomas regarded as genuine by the Seminar are both parables.
Thomas 97 compares the kingdom to a woman carrying a jar of meal home without noticing that it
was broken at the handle and all of the meal was spilling out. This parable, which can be
compared to that of the wise and foolish maidens in Matthew 25:1-12 (gray), is taken by the
scholars as "a parody of the story of Elijah and the widow" (p. 524; cf. 1 Kings 17:8-16). Thomas
98, which compares the kingdom to a would-be assassin who tests his sword before using it, has to
do with "reversal," in the view of the Seminar: "the little guy bests the big guy by taking the
precautions a prudent person would take before encountering the village bully" (p. 525). The
parable can more plausibly be viewed alongside such other parables as the "Tower Builder" (Luke
14:28-30, black) or the "Warring King" (Luke 14:31-32, also black), and viewed as a provocative
example of the necessity of preparation in anticipation of the kingdom. But once the eschatology
is removed, such parables are reduced to pure nonsense.

c. Contextless Aphorisms. A well known saying of Jesus attested no fewer than six times (Mark
8:35 [black]; Matt 10:39 [gray]; 16:25 [gray]; Luke 9:24 [gray]; 17:33 [pink]; John 12:25 [gray])
is the one on "saving" or "losing" one's life. The Jesus Seminar colors pink the version found in
Luke 17:33: "Whoever tries to hang on to life will forfeit it, but whoever forfeits life will preserve
it." In Luke 17 it is found in a context, preceding and following the saying, in which Jesus is
warning of fearful events attendant upon the coming of the days of the Son of Man (Luke 17:22-
37). This context is, of course, colored black and gray. The pink-colored saying is taken as a
"paradoxical" saying supplied by the evangelist with a secondary context. The saying by itself is
said to be "a contextless aphorism" (p. 367). But the eschatology in this saying, in and of itself,
cannot be removed simply by jerking it out of the context in which it appears. It speaks of a future,
preparation for which may necessitate the giving up of one's own life!

Indeed, the juxtaposition of the present situation with that of the future is a characteristic feature of
Jesus' teaching, and is part of the chronological dualism of his Jewish apocalyptic worldview

("this age" / "the age to come"). It pervades the supposedly "non-eschatological" sayings material
assigned by the Seminar to Jesus.

Another example of the same thing is also frequently attested: "Many of the first will be last, and
of the last many will be first," as mistranslated in the SV of Mark 10:31 (better the RSV: "many
that are first will be last, and the last first"). As found in Mark (and Matt 19:30; the first half in
Thomas 4:2) the saying is colored gray (also the different form in Luke 13:30). Only in the version
in Matthew 20:16 is it colored pink: "The last will be first, and the first last." The other versions
are said to be "softened" (p. 224) or "qualified" by the addition of "many" (p. 473). Had our
scholars paid attention to the underlying Semitic idiom, they would have seen that the version with
"many" is likely to be more original. The meaning is really "(All) those who are first, who are
many . ..," as in Daniel 12:2, where "many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake"
means "all those, who are many . . . ." [69] Be that as it may, the meaning of the saying is the point
at issue. The saying is rightly taken as "a memorable reversal," the basis for which, however, is
not understood by the scholars.

We have seen that the Seminar has Jesus "congratulating” the poor (Matt 5:3; Luke 6:20; Thomas
54, red in Thomas, others pink). Their comment is interesting:

Congratulating the poor without qualification is unexpected to say the least, and even
paradoxical, since congratulations were normally extended to those who enjoyed
prosperity, happiness, or power. The congratulations addressed to the weeping and the



hungry are expressed in vivid and exaggerated language, which announces a dramatic
transformation. (P. 138)

What the scholars mean by "dramatic transformation" is clarified in their comment to Thomas 54
("Congratulations to the poor, for to you belongs Heaven's domain"): [70]

He announced that God's domain belonged to the poor, not because they were righteous,
but because they were poor. This reverses a common view that God blesses the righteous
with riches and curses the immoral with poverty. (P. 504)

And what consolation might the poor and the hungry derive from this? What Jesus does announce,
in fact, is the dramatic reversal that he expects in the future, in the coming kingdom of God:

Congratulations, you poor! God's domain belongs to you.

Congratulations, you hungry! You will have a feast.

Congratulations, you who weep now! You will laugh. (Luke 6:20, rightly colored red)
[71]

Many more examples could be cited of the Seminar's failure to notice the eschatology in their data
base, but this discussion has gone on long enough. I cannot refrain, however, from citing one more
instance, another saying colored pink by the scholars:

There are castrated men who were born that way, and there are castrated men who were
castrated by others, and there are castrated men who castrate themselves because of
Heaven's imperial rule. (Matt 19:12)

This saying about "eunuchs" calls to mind others in which Jesus counsels ripping out an offending
eye, or cutting off an offending right hand, to prevent having one's whole body wind up in hell
(Matt 5:29-30 // Mark 9:43-47// Matt 18:8-9, gray). The context in Matthew 19 is a discussion of
Jesus' prohibition of divorce (19:9 [black]; cf. 5:31-32 [black]; Mark 10:11-12 [gray]; Luke 16:18
[gray]), and comes as a reply to the disciples' wondering if in view of this prohibition it were
better not to marry at all (19:20). Jesus' colorful saying has to do with voluntary celibacy, which a
man might elect for the sake of the coming kingdom, i.e. in anticipation of the resurrection life in
which "people do not marry" (Matt 22:30, gray). Jesus' provision for becoming "a eunuch for the
sake of the kingdom" cannot be understood apart from the eschatological worldview that informs
it.

So why do our scholars color this saying pink? In their view the saying is "an attack on a male-
dominated patriarchal society in which male virility and parenthood were the exclusive norms."
Jesus is also here "undermining the depreciation of yet another marginal group, this time the
eunuchs" (p. 226)! At the hands of these interpreters Jesus becomes, in effect, the prophet of late
20th-century "p.c."

As to the possibility that the saying might be about celibacy, this is entertained only to be rejected:
The Fellows of the Seminar were overwhelmingly of the opinion that Jesus did not advocate
celibacy. A majority of the Fellows doubted, in fact, that Jesus himself was celibate. They regard it
as probable that he had a special relationship with at least one woman, Mary of Magdala. In any
case, the sayings on castration should not be taken as Jesus' authorization for an ascetic lifestyle;
his behavior suggests that he celebrated life by eating, drinking, and fraternizing freely with both
women and men. (Pp. 220-21)

The question posed earlier bears repeating: Who would want to crucify a fellow like this? Or why?
Or was Jesus really crucified after all? Those who have nothing better to do can "stay tuned" to the
next phase of the Seminar's work for the scholars' answers to these questions.



7. Concluding Observations

The Jesus of the Jesus Seminar is a non-Jewish Jesus. To put it metaphorically, the Seminar has
performed a forcible epispasm on the historical Jesus, a surgical procedure removing the marks of
his circumcision. The result might arouse some disquiet in the minds of people who know the
history of the 30's and 40's of our century. But the Jesus of the Jesus Seminar is much too banal to
cause us to think that the ideology producing him is like that which produced the "Aryan Jesus" of
the 1930's. [72]

Scholars of religion have rightly come to be suspicious of theologically driven scholarship. We
should be equally suspicious of atheologically driven scholarship, or any ideologically driven
scholarship, political or otherwise. The "hidden agenda" in the work of the Jesus Seminar is
clearly an ideology that drives it. So what is this ideology? An important clue is found in the
frequency with which the word "secular" appears in The Five Gospels. E.g.: Jesus was not
interested in "fine points of the Law"; his responses to his contemporaries "were more secular than
legal in character” (p. 201). When Jesus illustrates a point with reference to the intrusion by a
burglar into a homeowner's dwelling (Luke 12:39, colored gray), this root metaphor "would have
been understood on his lips in a secular sense" (p. 342). Jesus was, simply, "a secular sage" (p.
287). This obvious anachronism requires explanation, and we find it in the celebration by the Jesus
Seminar of the removal of the quest of the historical Jesus from "the church, seminaries, and
isolated theological enclaves" (p. 4) to more secular institutional settings. The ideology driving the
Jesus Seminar is, I would argue, one of "secularization." Of course, one should expect that, in
secular academic settings (such as a state university in the U.S.), a non-theological approach to
historical evidence, including religious evidence, is standard. In my view, it ought to be the
starting point even for theological historical research. This is nof what we have in the case of the
Jesus Seminar. What we have, instead, is an approach driven by an ideology of secularization, and
a process of coloring the historical evidence to fit a secular ideal. Thus, in robbing Jesus of his
Jewishness, the Jesus Seminar has finally robbed him of his religion.

"Seek--you'll find." This is one of the "authentic" sayings of Jesus (Matthew 7:7 // Luke 11:9 //
Thomas 92:1, colored pink) in The Five Gospels. A group of secularized theologians and secular
academics went seeking a secular Jesus, and they found him! They think they found him, but, in
fact, they created him. Jesus the "party animal," whose zany wit and caustic humor would enliven
an otherwise dull cocktail party --this is the product of the Jesus Seminar's six years' research. In a
sense the Jesus Seminar, with its ideology of secularization, represents a "shadow image" of the
old "New Quest," with its neo-orthodox theology -- and its ultimate bankruptcy.
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