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Christianity, Antisemitism, and Empire


 The renewal of Revolutionary Christian practice during the course of the past 25 years has been accompanied by the development of new theologies which locate the central meaning of the Christian tradition in the struggle for a just social order, and even in the creation of a classless and communal society. These “theologies of liberation” (Guttierez 1973, Segundo 1976, Miranda 1982, Sobrino 1978) have found ample warrant in the Hebrew Scriptures, and in particular in the story of Israel’s liberation from Egypt, and in the later prophetic critique of the monarchy and the temple cult. Indeed, recent research (Gottwald 1979, Chaney 1983), which suggests that the origins of Israel in fact lie in a revolt of marginalized hill country peasants, has suggested that liberation theology has not gone far enough in its characterization of the religion of Israel as a revolutionary ideology. 


The theology of liberation has consistently run into difficulties, however, in the figure of Jesus of Nazareth. Neither the synoptic Gospels nor the Johannine and Pauline traditions present in any transparent sense Jesus as a political liberator. The debate around the “politics of Jesus” has, until recently, centered on his attitude towards the revolutionary armed struggle against Rome. Thus Brandon (1967) argues that Jesus was, if not a Zealot, then at least a Zealot collaborator; Yoder (1972) and Cassidy (1978) on the other hand make of Jesus a Gandhian reformer, pledged to a non-violent struggle for social justice. 


More recently the application of historical materialist methods to the study of the scriptures (Belo 1981, Pixley 1981) has yielded a new thesis, which has found considerable support among the mainstream of liberation theologians (Sobrino, 1978, Elizondo 1884). According to this thesis, the Jewish people during the period of Roman domination, like all colonized peoples, suffered from oppression at the hands of both a foreign empire (Rome), and their own ruling classes ‑‑in this case the Herodian and Sadducean latifundiaries and the priestly caste which controlled the temple cult, which we must remember served as a taxing mechanism as well as a religious institution. While other Jewish parties, including the reformist Pharisees, the utopian Essenes, and the revolutionary Zealots regarded the Romans as the principal enemy of the Jewish people, and struggled, albeit in very different ways, for the liberation of the Jewish people from Roman oppression, Jesus and the movement which grew up around him direct the main blow against the priestly aristocracy and the temple cult. In this sense Jesus was not only a fighter for national liberation, but a partisan of social revolution, and in this sense more radical than the Zealots, his failure to participate in the armed struggle notwithstanding.


This thesis has, I will argue, considerable merit, in so far as it tries to situate the political valence of the Jesus movement in the context of the complex national and social struggles of Israel during the period of Roman domination. There are, however, a number of difficulties with the thesis, which must be addressed if we are to develop an adequate analysis of the political valence of early Christianity. First of all, the thesis does not really take into account the best contemporary scholarship regarding Second Temple Judaism (Pawlikowski 1982). In particular it tends to underestimate the complexity and radicalism of the Pharisaic movement, which shared, and in fact was probably the source of, the Christian critique of the temple cult. The thesis also seems innocent of recent scholarship (Horsely 1988), which suggests that the revolutionary opposition to Roman domination was in fact much more complex and diverse than most characterizations of the “Zealot” movement would lead us to believe. 


Second, the liberationist thesis offers us no explanation for the transformation of this popular, democratic, and even revolutionary early Christian movement into the otherworldly sectarian religion of the Pauline communities, and eventually into the state religion of one of the most oppressive empires the world has known. Materialist history cannot rest with the notion that a revolutionary ideology was somehow “co-opted” by imperial elites, and transformed into a refined instrument of social control. There must have been something about the ideology even in its early days which made it susceptible to this kind of deformation. 


These scientific deficiencies are reflected in the larger political-theological weaknesses of the liberation theology with which the thesis is associated. Liberation theologians have been all too ready to reproduce traditional stereotypes of the conflict between Jesus and his “Jewish oppressors” (Pawlikowski 1982 on Sobrino, Elizondo 1984), a tendency which is reflected politically in the willingness of most liberation theologians to deny to the Jews of the twentieth century the same right to national self determination which they so earnestly desire for the Jews in the time of Jesus ‑‑and for other oppressed peoples in the present period. Similarly, most liberation theologians have stood aside from the debate, which is so important today even with the Marxist tradition, regarding the degeneration of post-revolutionary societies and the emergence of new, statist forms of exploitation (Amin 1982).


This paper will attempt to address these weaknesses in the liberationist thesis, and to develop a more adequate analysis of the political valence of early Christianity. Specifically I will argue that far from representing a unique response to the socioreligious situation of Roman-dominated Israel, the movement which grew up around Jesus of Nazareth appears to have integrated in a complex, ambiguous, and probably unresolved fashion a number of political‑theological tendencies, including both Pharisaism and the amalgam of interest in healings and exorcisms, pre-political class consciousness, resistance to Pharisaic religious rationalism, and eschatological fervor which seems to have characterized the popular Judaism in the time of Jesus. In all likelihood the movement understood itself as a movement to “restore the Kingdom of Israel” and hoped that Jesus was the long awaited liberator ‑‑without being particularly clear on either the status of the liberator or the method of liberation. If the movement was unusual at all, it was probably in the radicalism of its critique of the temple cult, its relative indifference to the purity code, and above all in the intensity of its eschatological expectation.


I will argue, further, that it was precisely these tendencies which paved the way for the rapid degeneration of the Christian tradition after the death of Jesus. The rejection of the temple cult and laxity regarding the purity code which characterized some elements in the movement, undercut important symbols of Jewish national identity. The claim that Jesus was the messiah, and that only those who accepted him were members of the new, true Israel (Acts 2: 23) at once negated Jewish national claims, and forced a redefinition of messianic expectations in other worldly terms. This “messiah,” after all, had left this world manifestly unredeemed. 


The result was a religion which continued to embody popular and even revolutionary values of radical equality and solidarity ‑‑values articulated in the symbol “Kingdom of God”-- but which looked for the realization of these values not to inner-worldly ethical conduct or revolutionary activity, as had the Pharisaic and revolutionary opposition out of which the movement was born, but rather to personal conversion set in motion by faith in the crucified and risen Lord ‑‑a conversion the fruits of which would be fully realized only in the beyond. The resulting ethic Gerd Theissen has aptly characterized as “love patriarchalism” which accepts the inevitability and even the divinely ordained character of social inequality, and tries to overcome the effects of these inequalities through voluntary benevolence on the part of the rich and voluntary submission on the part of the poor. This religion found its most fertile field not among the oppressed peasantry of Israel or the other colonized peoples, but among the relatively prosperous middle classes of the great Hellenistic cities, and eventually among the more forward thinking elements of the Roman ruling classes, who found in the religion an answer to the socioreligious crisis of the Empire.

I.  The Conditions of Class Struggle in Roman-dominated Israel

In order to understand adequately the political valence of the Jesus movement, it is necessary to examine at least briefly the socioreligious situation out of which that movement emerged.


Roman-dominated Israel was an agricultural region. In Galilee, Samaria, and the Transjordan, large scale cereal culture, principally of wheat, predominated, while in Judea to the south, an area less favorable to large scale cultivation, fruit, wine, olives, and vegetables were dominant.  (Belo 1981:  61).  Sheep and goats were raised in Judea, cattle along the coastal plain and in the Transjordan, and pigs only in the gentile regions, such as the Decapolis (Mark 5:1-20)


The relations of production were exceedingly complex, and reflect the growing impact of the highly commercial, slave-based Hellenistic-Roman social formation on the tributary mode of production dominant in the ancient Near East (Amin 1980: 46).  Galilee itself was highly latifundialized; the evidence for this dates back to the Omride dynasty (1 Kings 21).  Each successive dynasty would confiscate the lands held by the retainers of its predecessor, and distribute them to its own henchmen.  The Herodian period saw rapid acceleration of this trend (Freyne 1980: 156-170).  


The precise character of these latifundia is open to question.  Traditionally the tributary states of the ancient Near Eeast would farm out the revenues from a series of villages to their officials in return for services rendered.  This prebendal tenure in no sense implied ownership, which belonged to the state alone, and generally did not imply participation of either the state or the prebendal officials in the organization of production (Belo 1981: 312).  The impact of Hellenistic slave economies, and especially of Roman law, which did recognize private property, would have tended to set in motion a secular trend in the direction of greater privatization, and organization of production by the owners of the great estates or their stewards.  At no point, however, does slavery itself seem to have penetrated Israel.  Thus we must assume that these estates were worked by tenant farmers (Mark 12:1-10), or perhaps by wage labor.  For the vast majority of the Galilean peasants the principal form of exploitation would have been rents extracted by the landholders: generally about 1/2 of the crop, or surplus extracted on the basis of the wage relation.


In Judah there is more evidence of small holding, or of the persistence of communitarian forms of land tenure, subject, however, to the exactions of the temple and the state.  In addition to the exactions of the latifundiaries, there was a complex net of taxes, tithes, and tributes to which the Jewish people were subject.  Although some ambiguity surrounds all these exactions, we can identify two principal taxing agencies ‑‑the state and the temple.  


a) The Romans exacted tribute in the amount of 1/4 of the harvest (Freyne 1980: 174).  Those parts of Israel directly under Roman administration were subject as well to the annona, or yearly produce, paid in kind or forced labor to support the Roman garrisons (Belo 1981:  63) and to various tolls, excises and duties, known collectively as the publicum, whence the name “publican.” In Galilee during the Herodian period (37 B.C. -44 A.D.) there was a land tax roughly equivalent to the amount of the Roman tribute (Freyne 1980: 190), as well as taxes and levies to support the army, duties, excises, etc.


b) The temple in Jerusalem exacted a series of tithes, at least three, one of which was intended for the local clergy, and another for the poor, but which generally ended up in the hands of the high priests (Belo 1981: 82).


The multiple forms of exploitation to which the people were subject meant that the class structure of, and the pattern of social contradictions in, Roman-dominated Israel was complex indeed.  Within the ruling bloc we must distinguish between the Roman metropolitan ruling classes, and especially the equestrian order which provided the cadre core of the Roman imperial administration, and depended on imperial exactions for its revenues and advancement; the large latifundiaries, especially important in Galilee, who represented the more advanced, commercial sectors of the economy, and who benefited most from the stability and increased possibilities for commerce created by the Roman domination; and the Jerusalem clergy, together with their scribes and others who depended on temple revenues for their support.  We may identify at least two groups with an ambiguous class position: the lower clergy, who had a stake in the system of tithes and are thus strictly speaking an exploiting class, but who are also rather impoverished and have a stake in diverting revenue away from Jerusalem and towards themselves; and the artisans and merchants of the cities who, while not an exploiting class, benefit from the luxury expenditures of the ruling classes residing in Jerusalem, Tiberias, Sepphoris, etc. (Belo 1981:  82, Freyne 1980: 120-138).  Finally, among the am ha’aretz (the people of the land) we must distinguish small holders, tenants, and landless wage laborers.


The empire maintained its power partly, of course, through its military might.  This was especially true of the Romans, whose rule never really achieved legitimacy in the eyes of the vast majority of the Jewish people.  We should not underestimate, however, the significance of the phenomenon of Hellenization, particularly among the upper classes.  Beginning with the Seleucids and more especially the Antiochenes, the great empires which ruled the ancient world attempted to secure their hegemony by integrating the upper strata of the societies they conquered into an urban, Greco-Roman way of life.  Broadly speaking, this process involved the establishment of a Greek-style poleis, complete with civic and imperial cults, which were erected not in place of but along side indigenous religious forms, and the promotion Greek institutions such as the gymnasium, the theater, etc.  Hellenization permitted the upper strata to participate fully in the emerging international trade networks, and to integrate themselves into the increasingly multinational governing elite of the empires.  It also served, in so far as it was successful, to break down the sense of national identity, and thus undermined the appeal of national liberation movements in the periphery.  


What was the stance of the various Jewish parties vis-a-vis the various forms of oppression to which the Jewish people were subject? Some, it is clear, were openly supportive of the Romans, on whom their own positions of power and prestige depended.  This was certainly true of the Herodians, and the dynasty which they supported.  


The other parties all derived in one way or another from the Maccabean revolt of the second century B.C.E., which had won for Israel at least a limited independence.  The Sadducees, who drew their support from the priestly aristocracy and the larger landowners, while they chafed under the Roman yoke, were concerned to preserve what they saw as the one lasting gain of the Maccabean period ‑‑the integrity of the temple cult, and the purity code which surrounded it, which they regarded as the principal guarantee of Jewish national identity.  


The Essenes were also a priestly group, and seem to derive from a group of Hasidim who supported the Maccabean revolt, but who could not reconcile themselves to the appointment of a non-Zadokite --Jonathan-- as high priest.  Eventually the Essenes withdrew from Jewish society to form monastic communities, and developed a complex apocalyptic doctrine, which looked forward to not one but two messiahs, one military and the other priestly (Zeitlin 1988:  28).  This latter figure was of paramount importance, and in general the Essenes can be dismissed as a relatively minor group of displaced priestly elements who looked not to the revolutionary transformation of Jewish society, but to the restoration of an independent tributary social formation.  


The Pharisees have received an especially unfair treatment by liberationist exegetes (Sobrino,1978, Elizondo 1984, Belo 1981) who, anxious to demonstrate the revolutionary political valence of the Jesus movement, have taken more or less at face value New Testament accounts of the struggle between Jesus and the Pharisees, and have ignored important new evidence regarding the complex character of the Pharisaic project.


The Pharisees were an unambiguously patriotic party.  They looked forward to the day when the Roman yoke would be lifted and Israel restored. The restoration of Israel did not mean for them simply independence from foreign rule, but the comprehensive transformation of Jewish society in accord with the ethical traditions embedded in the Torah.  Neither prophetic denunciation nor armed revolt seemed adequate to this task. The prophets, after all, had developed no strategy to actually transform Jewish society.  The Maccabean revolt on the other hand, while winning for Israel a short period of limited independence, left in power a corrupt priestly aristocracy which tended to reduce Judaism to a matter of ritual observance.  
The Pharisaic strategy focused instead on the reorganization of Jewish life in such a way as to shift the religious center of gravity from the temple to everyday life, and from ritual observance to ethical conduct, while preserving the ritual law as a mark of Jewish national identity.  


While the Pharisees did not reject the temple cult or the purity code as such, they did reject the idea that holiness was purely or primarily the result of cultic observance, and that it thus belonged primarily or exclusively to the priestly caste which controlled the temple. This involved two critical innovations. First of all, the Pharisees developed the notion of an “oral Torah.” As John Pawlikowski has pointed out (Pawlikowski 1982: 82), the development of the oral tradition was an attempt to give as much specificity to the rather general ethical imperatives of the written law, as the priestly caste had given to the ritual codes.  


As the priests had been concerned with the codification of the cultic legislation, so the Pharisees concentrated their efforts on the “codification” of love, loyalty, and human compassion, with the expressed goal of making them inescapable religious duties incumbent upon each and every member of the people Israel .. thus making communion with God possible at any given time or place, with or without the Temple, the priesthood and the sacrificial altar ...


What is clear from this Pharisaic concern with the oral Torah is the necessity for religious persons committed to the ideals of the Exodus covenant to move beyond mere nominal generalization to concrete programs that would correct the injustices being perpetrated by existing social structures (Pawlikowski 1982: 82-3).


Second, the Pharisees began to create a new institutional structure, centered on the synagogue and the rabbinate, alongside the temple and the priesthood, which served to reinforce the new emphasis on ethical conduct as the center of religious life.  The task of the rabbi 


... resided in the determination of specific solutions to the social problems facing the Jewish society of the day ... In the figure of the rabbi the Exodus understanding of social responsibility as an integral part of genuine religious observance received concrete, symbolic expression for the first time (Pawlikowski 1982: 84).


The synagogue, by the same token “focused around the congregation as community.” Services in the synagogue centered not around prayer or worship, but around “homilies on contemporary demands of the Torah.” 


For the first time the chief religious institution of any major world religion .. placed concern for social responsibility on a par with ritual worship ... In keeping with their awareness that mere prophetic appeals to conscience were relatively ineffective by themselves in producing the transformation of Jewish society ... the Pharisees enacted a profound structural change in Judaism by gradually replacing the Temple with the synagogue (Pawlikowski 1982: 85).

The Pharisees, furthermore, shifted the center of ritual observance properly speaking from the Temple to the home, and in particular to the arena of table fellowship.  This had the effect of displacing ritual power from the priestly aristocracy to the people, while preserving the purity codes which served as the mark of Jewish national identity.  In other words, in the hands of the Pharisees, the purity codes ceased to be an instrument of priestly hegemony, which legitimated the system of tithes and the whole complex of the temple economy, and became instead a popular institution, through which the Jewish people as a whole preserved their identity (Pawlikowski 1982: 87).  


To the “left” of the Pharisees stood a complex and amorphous revolutionary opposition.  Richard Horsely (1985) has demonstrated that the notion of a single, unified, revolutionary “Zealot Party” has more do with Josephus’s polemic against the Jewish War than with the political realities of first century Israel.  Instead we should envision a variety of popular and revolutionary currents, many of which ‑‑together with Pharisaic, Essene, and even Sadducean elements, fed into the Jewish War.  Two of these currents seem to have roots in the Pharisaic movement itself.  Radicalized Pharisaic elements such as those grouped around Judas of Galilee (partisans of the so-called “Fourth Philosophy”), rejected payment of the tribute to Rome, but do not appear to have led revolutionary peasant movements or to have engaged in armed struggle (190).  Some partisans of this tendency, however, may have broken off to become the Sicarii, who were essentially urban terrorists and whose principal tactic was assassination of Roman officials and Jewish “collaborators.” Both of these tendencies were literate and drew their support from among the intellectuals.


In order to understand the other revolutionary tendencies, it is necessary to have some grasp of popular religion generally, and of the popular religion of the Jewish peasantry in particular.  The term “popular religion” derives from the anthropological distinction between the official “great” tradition of the elite, and the “little tradition” of the peasantry (Redfield 1930, 1941, 1955, 1969).  As Roger Lancaster points out in his recent study of Nicaraguan popular religion “popular belief and practice will almost always ..tend in the direction of practical magic (Weber 1963: 32-45) rather than rational ethical religion proper (Lancaster 1988 30).” This interest in practical magic generally takes the form of healings, exorcisms, visions, etc. Still, 


the ethical element is never entirely absent at the popular end of the continuum, and where it makes its appearance it is ever likely to acquire interpretations not necessarily in harmony with the interests of elites ... In its own quasi-ethical sphere, popular religion may foster and consolidate the class consciousness of the poor by embodying in the rich all that is evil and full of vice, while at the same time interpreting in the poor all that is just and good and finds favor with God.  Even a purely “escapist” religion may achieve the effect of producing a powerful, if restrained, class consciousness through its very escapism and indirection, so long as the poor can find an interpretation that offers redemption for those who suffer in this life, and punishment of their oppressors in the next life (Lancaster 1988: 30).  


This must have been particularly true within a religious tradition such as that of ancient Israel, which first emerged as a result of a peasant revolt, and which retained the dangerous memory of the prophetic critique of priestly and monarchic privilege.  


At the same time, popular religion tends to resist the tendency towards rationalization which is characteristic of the reformer and the revolutionary. The notion of a life systematically organized as the expression of certain religious ideas or a certain ideology is foreign to the peasantry.  The experience of powerlessness which characterizes their everyday life tends to breed in the poor a sense that there actions don’t really make a difference. On the one hand this leads to a sense of dependency on God, of “waiting for the messiah,” and of intense suspicion regarding the motives of those who would organize them.  What organizer has not heard countless times on the lips of the poor the phrase “Para que?” “What good will it do in the long run?” On the other hand, precisely because they see themselves as powerless, and therefore see their actions as not really making a difference in the larger scheme of things, the poor tend to be resistant to the kind of moral rigorism proposed by highly rationalized socioreligious movements. As Lancaster puts it, “It is not so much the role of ordinary people to represent the religious ideals .. as to endorse and recognize them (Lancaster 1988: 34).”


Ordinarily, in other words, the religion of the masses is characterized by an interest in practical magic (healings, exorcisms, etc.), a diffuse, pre-political class consciousness, and resistance to rigorous ethical rationalism and moral rigorism, all circumscribed by a rather distant eschatological horizon beyond which the poor and oppressed will at long last get their due. Those who come into conflict with the system may literally “take to the hills,” becoming social bandits who engage in unsystematic and non-ideological efforts to redistribute wealth and avenge themselves against their oppressors, while the vast majority live out their lives in quiet anticipation.


From time to time, however, the pre-political class consciousness and diffuse irrationalism of the masses will give way to revolutionary expectations of eschatological dimensions, and the popular preachers, teachers, and healers who always find an audience among the poor will suddenly find themselves being regarded by many as prophets and even as messiahs.  As the Abbruzzese communist Ignazio Silone (Silone 1968) put it, “The unity of the poor creates in certain times and places, an eschatological power.” 


Horsely’s study of “popular movements in the time of Jesus” has documented the existence of both social banditry (Horsely 1985: 48f), and more eschatologically charged prophetic and messianic movements. Prophetic figures such as John the Baptist, Theudas and the Egyptian (Horsely 1985: 161ff) led mass movements which attempted to reenact events from the establishment of Israel, such as the giving of the Law, the crossing of the Jordan or the attack on Jericho.  Royal pretenders and would-be messiahs, including Judas, Simon and Athronges, active after the death of Herod the Great (Horsely 1985: 112-144), Menachem and Simon bar Giora, active during the Jewish War (Horsely 1985: 118-119), and Simon Bar Kochba, active around 132 C.E. (Horsely 1985: 127ff), all laid claim to the throne of Israel.  While literate groups such as the Essenes may have had highly developed messianic doctrines, one imagines that these popular “messiahs” rode waves of mass enthusiasm in which many varieties of eschatological expectation converged.


The Zealots properly so called, Horsley points out, were a peasant movement which grew up out of the oppression surrounding the Roman reconquest of Judea, and which had radically egalitarian aims, as indicated by its attacks on the Herodian aristocracy, and its election of commoners --by lot-- to the high priesthood.


All of these movements were revolutionary in the double sense that they rejected Roman rule and engaged in some form of active resistance.  Only the Zealots demonstrated an unambiguous intention to revolutionize the structure of Jewish society as well as to overthrow Roman rule, though clearly this thread was present as well in the messianic and prophetic movements which attracted such a broad following among the peasantry. Only the Sicarii ‑‑who were not really a mass popular movement‑‑ could be called terrorists.  Most of the prophetic movements, and some of the messianic movements, engaged in non-violent forms of mobilization, but none could really be called pacifist in the modern sense.  Indeed, the picture that emerges is one of complex and diverse revolutionary ferment among a people with proud traditions trying to come to terms with a difficult and ultimately hopeless situation of foreign domination.


We need now to examine where Jesus stood in relation to these various movements.

II.  The Political Valence of the Teachings and Actions of Jesus of Nazareth

Once one has abandoned the struggle to make the Jesus of history correspond to the Christ of dogma ‑‑be that dogma Catholic or Protestant, conservative, liberal, pacifist, or revolutionary-- one is immediately struck by just how ordinary Jesus appears when examined against the background of the Judaism of his time.  Indeed, the movement which Jesus led seems to have integrated into itself elements from most of the popular tendencies within Second Temple Judaism.  Let us examine each of these elements in turn, and then see what, if anything appears to be particularly distinctive about the Jesus movement.

A.  The Relations of Jesus with the Pharisees

John Pawlikowski and others have documented in considerable detail the clear roots in the Pharisaic tradition of much that Jesus taught and did. First of all Jesus was clearly a teacher of the oral Torah “reinterpreting the Hebrew Scriptures in a manner more in line with the social setting in which he found himself.” Furthermore, the general pattern of his ministry “with its emphasis on teaching and healing” is characteristic of the rabbinic pattern for the period.  “He likewise seems to have participated in Pharisaic-type fellowship meals, instituting the Christian Eucharist at the final one he attended (Pawlikowski 1982: 92-93).”


The content of Jesus’ teaching also shows significant Pharisaic influence.  This is evident in any number of places.  Jesus’ answers to the questions posed to him while teaching in the temple (Mark 12:13-34), and particularly the question concerning the great commandment, put him more or less squarely in the Pharisaic camp, marked as it was by a focus on love of God and neighbor (Mark 12:28-34) as the central aspect of Jewish life, a belief in the Resurrection (Mark 12:18-27), and internal division regarding such questions as the lawfulness of paying tribute to Caesar (Mark 12:133-18).  The prayer which Jesus taught to his disciples ‑‑elements of which are preserved in the so-called “Lord’s Prayer” (Matt 6:9-13, Luke 11:1-4)-- also contains several characteristic Pharisaic elements ‑‑a sense of intimacy with God, who is addressed as “Father,” a desire for the coming of the Kingdom, for the accomplishment of God’s will on earth, a sense of the importance of forgiveness, etc.  


It is apparent, therefore, that Jesus and the Pharisees shared a common theology, centered on the redefinition of Judaism as a religion founded on a sense of intimacy with the divine, focused on ethical conduct, aware of the human need for forgiveness, and looking forward both to the Resurrection of the just and the coming Kingdom in which God’s will would be done on earth as in heaven.  Indeed, it is not too far from the Pharisaic teaching that the kingdom will come if only Israel will keep the law for a single day, to the more eschatologically charged claim, attributed to Jesus, that “the kingdom of God is at hand (Mark 1: 15).” This common theology was reflected in a common political orientation.  Where much of the revolutionary opposition ‑‑particularly the Fourth Philosophy, the Sicarii‑‑ seems to have regarded their principal task as the liberation of Israel from Roman domination, Jesus, like the Pharisees, seems to have devoted his attention to the reorganization of Jewish life.  This is apparent from the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ ministry, which show little or no evidence of anti-imperialist organizing, and considerable attention to debate around the correct interpretation of Jewish tradition.  Indeed even discussion of the payment of tribute to Caesar is regarded as a question of the correct interpretation of Jewish law (Mark 12:13-18).

B.  Jesus and the Popular and Revolutionary Tendencies within Judaism 


It is not enough, however to say that Jesus shared a number of common concerns with the Pharisees.  The movement which grew up around Jesus, and which developed after his death into a powerful force which eventually gained hegemony over the Roman empire, also contained some very un-Pharisaic elements, which were, furthermore, intimately bound up with the long term destiny of the Christian movement.  I would like to suggest that these differences are best understood if we situate the movement which grew up around Jesus in the larger context of Jewish popular religion.


First of all, the Gospels suggest that Jesus was as much a popular healer and exorcist as anything else.  While some scholars have pointed out that many rabbis, including good Pharisees, engaged in healings and exorcisms, there appears to be some evidence in the Gospels that many of the other rabbis were suspicious at least of the methods that Jesus used in carrying out these healings ‑‑and perhaps at the fact that he seemed to be carrying them out on his own authority.  


Second, the movement which grew up around Jesus seems to have shared the resistance to religious rationalism characteristic of most popular religion.  It is here, I would like to suggest, that we should look for an explanation of the differences between Jesus and the Pharisees regarding the purity code.  


Some Marxist exegetes (Belo 1981), have argued that the purity codes were essentially an instrument of priestly hegemony.  Jesus’ rejection of the purity code is thus yet another index of his revolutionary opposition to the temple complex and the tributary mode of production on which it was based.  The Pharisees, on the other hand, upheld the purity codes, and indeed held the am ha aretz ‑‑the peasantry‑‑ to be unclean.  


This argument has, we have seen, been called into question by students of Second Temple Judaism, who point out that according to traditional Sadducean Judaism, most of the provisions of the purity code applied only to the priests.  The Pharisaic attempt to extend the purity code to al spheres of the everyday life, and to all sectors of the population, in fact represented a strategy to radically democratize Jewish life, and to undercut the centrality of the temple cult and the priesthood.  In the hands of the Pharisees, in other worlds, the purity codes ceased to serve ruling class interests, and instead served the struggle for national liberation.  (Surely the ritual observance of modern Orthodox Jews, descendants of the Pharisees, cannot be said to serve the interests of a priestly elite!)


Jesus’ relative indifference to the purity code should, rather, be regarded simply as a reflection of the social location of his movement among the popular strata for whom the Pharisaic strategy project of transforming all Israel into a holy people probably seemed out of touch with the day to day realities of rural life.  Washing one’s hands before meals can be difficult if one is eating out in the fields.  And what peasant would leave valuable livestock which had fallen in a pit to die just because it was the Sabbath?


At the same time, we should note that Jesus’ apparent indifference to the Pharisaic effort to transform the purity code into a popular-democratic mark of national identity laid the groundwork for the transformation of Christianity into an international movement which liquidated the struggle to preserve Jewish national identity altogether.  


Third, the teachings of Jesus indicate the presence of a rather powerful dose of the prepolitical class consciousness which is characteristic of popular religion, and which is not otherwise attested for in Pharisaism.  To be sure, critique of royal and priestly oppression of the poor formed an integral aspect of the prophetic (Isaiah) and wisdom (Ps 37:11) traditions, and was also characteristic of the Essenes, who referred to themselves as “the poor” (Charlesworth 1988: 68-69).  What Jesus does is to put this aspect of the Jewish tradition at the very center of his preaching (Luke 6:20-26), and to draw out some of the implications of the tradition for the conduct of his followers in a particularly radical manner.  


The story of the rich man (Mark 10:17) suggests, for example, that Jesus did not envision a movement which would draw extensive support from the very rich, but looked instead to the impoverished masses to carry on his struggle.  If the rich wished to participate, they would first have to relinquish their wealth.  The parable of Lazarus and the rich man (Luke 16:19-31) suggests the reason for this.  There is a “great chasm fixed” between the rich and poor.  If the rich really loved their neighbors as themselves, they would share their wealth and would thus no longer be rich. In this sense, if in no other, then, wealth is, in itself, a mark of sin.  The chasm can be crossed only by renunciation of wealth, which thus becomes a condition for membership in the movement.  


Finally, most tendencies within the Pharisaic movement looked forward to the kingdom with genuine but rather sober and muted anticipation, while the movement which grew up around Jesus seems to have been characterized by a particularly intense eschatological expectation.  And also unlike most Pharisaic schools, which regarded their leaders simply as very wise teachers and perhaps as hasidim or pious men, the movement which grew up around Jesus seems to have favored an intensely charismatic style of leadership, and tended to view its leaders as prophetic figures and Jesus himself, ultimately, as messiah.  


These tendencies must have been embedded in the movement from the very beginning.  Luke 24: 19-20 probably captures something of the way in which Jesus followers must have viewed him before his crucifixion: 


... a prophet powerful in speech and action before God and the whole people .. our chief priests and rulers handed him over to be sentenced to death, and crucified him. ... we had been hoping that he was the man to liberate Israel.

  Clearly Jesus engaged in activities which gave rise to the expectation that “he was the man who would liberate Israel,” and he acted in a way that implicated himself in these expectations ‑‑i.e. to some ill-defined extent, at least, he shared them.  Among the elements of Jesus’ ministry which suggest this, we should mention,


a) the proclamation, ascribed to him , that the “kingdom is at hand,” 


b) preaching to multitudes in the wilderness, which tended to cast him as a Moses figure,


c) association with John the Baptist, clearly a popular eschatological prophet of sorts, and especially


d) the triumphal entry into Jerusalem and 


e) the attack on the Temple complex.


These are all actions which can be attributed with some measure of credibility to Jesus, which would have been uncharacteristic of a Pharisaic teacher, and which point instead to a charismatic leader whose actions embodied diffuse prophetic and messianic elements.  

 
What sense are we to make of this complex of contradictions between Jesus and the Pharisees? The gospels are unique in that ‑‑the theological interests of the first century Christian church notwithstanding‑‑ they preserve something of the flavor of first century popular Judaism, and in particular the Judaism of the Galilean peasantry from which Jesus himself emerged.  While clearly influenced by Pharisaism, which was at the time probably the most highly rationalized religious movement on the planet, Jesus, not surprisingly, gave Pharisaic teaching a popular cast.  He adopted the main thrust of Pharisaic teaching, without the ideological consistency, the ethical rigor, etc.  His views on purity, etc., should probably be understood in this light.  He also joined to the Pharisaic program a “piety of the poor” which may have derived from popular religion, from Essene influence, or from both, and a charismatic style which caused him to end his life more in the manner of a messianic pretender than in the manner of a venerated rabbi.  


In this sense, Marxist and liberationist exegetes are correct to argue that Jesus stood to the left of the Pharisees, both in his insistence that it was above all the poor who were agents of the Kingdom, and in his participation in actions which, while well short of organized armed insurrection, were more characteristic of the charismatic prophet or messianic pretender than of the Pharisaic teacher.  At the same time, we need to understand that the radicalism of Jesus was of the unsystematic, even irrational, kind which rarely does little to advance the cause of concrete social change.  Indeed, it was precisely those aspects of the teaching and practice of Jesus that set him apart from the Pharisees, which ultimately led to the degeneration of the Christian tradition.  Jesus’ resistance to Pharisaic religious rationalism, while it may have been appealing to the peasantry, did little to advance the struggle to reorganize Jewish life in a way which put ethical conduct, and especially social ethics, at the center of national life.  Nor did it support the struggle to preserve Jewish national identity.  And his messianic tendencies eventually got him crucified, and gave rise to a cult which gradually redefined the Jewish concept of salvation in a way which undermined the aspiration for both national liberation and social transformation.  


But to make these points, we need to examine the later development of Christianity.

III.  The Development of Hellenistic Christianity


After his crucifixion, a number of Jesus’ followers insisted that he had risen from the dead, met with them, and eventually ascended into heaven, promising to return and complete his messianic work.  This kind of conviction is not unusual in movements characterized by intense eschatological and messianic expectation.  One need only think of the Toltec prince Topiltzin/Quetzalcoatl, sailing off into the gulf of Mexico, and promising someday to return and liberate his people, or of Frederick the Great who, as some Sicilian peasants still believe, lies in wait beneath Mount Etna, awaiting the day when he can return and take up his rightful place as Last World Emperor (Cohen 1958).


The crucifixion nonetheless forced a rather profound reinterpretation of the significance of the life of Jesus, a reinterpretation that ultimately issued in a fundamental redefinition of Jewish messianic expectation.  As the years passed, the enduring faith of the community in its own assertion that Jesus had, in fact, been the messiah, juxtaposed with the obvious fact that the world remained unredeemed, forced a redefinition of salvation in an increasingly otherworldly direction.


The fact is that we know very little about the early stages of this process, or about the so-called Jerusalem church which grew up in the 30s and which effectively disappeared after the Jewish War.  Acts suggests that these Jewish Christians lived in a communal or semi-communal manner (Acts 4:32), continued to worship in the temple, and continued to uphold the whole Jewish law, including its ritual provisions.  Some scholars (Brown) have suggested that the Jerusalem church was the center of the kind of piety associated with the Magnificat and the Benedictus, and that like the Essenes, the Jerusalem Christians referred to themselves as “the poor.” 


For a Jewish nation yearning for freedom, and indeed engaged in a revolutionary spiral which would ultimately issue in the heroic but futile uprising of 66 C.E., the Christian proclamation of a crucified and risen messiah had little appeal.  The Jewish people were beginning to take history into their own hands, and had little desire to wait for the return of some obscure charismatic preacher from Nazareth to unleash their struggle for freedom.  


Christianity found its most receptive audience in a very different setting, in the cosmopolitan cities of the eastern Mediterranean, in places like Antioch and Alexandria, Ephesus, Corinth and Philippi, and eventually in the center of the empire, in Rome itself.


There has been a good deal of ink spilled in debate around the social structure of these cities, and of the social composition of the Christian communities which grew up within them.  Some, such as Kautsky and Weber, have claimed that Christianity found its constituency among the exploited and lower-middle strata.  Others, such as Dimitris Kyrtatas (1987), have suggested that Christianity, at least outside of Israel, was primarily a movement of the wealthy.  Recent scholarship (Theissen 1982) has begun to bring some closure to this debate by pointing out the internal diversity of the Christian communities, and focusing attention instead on the political valence of Christianity within the complex social world of the Hellenistic city.


A few general comments are in order.  First of all, a social location within the Hellenistic cities of the eastern Mediterranean excludes the possibility that Christianity was a religion of the Roman ruling class ‑‑i.e. the imperial family, or the Senatorial or Equestrian aristocracies, who owned the vast slave-driven estates of the Western Mediterranean, or who lived off of the tribute centralized by the Roman imperial bureaucracy.  It also excludes the possibility that Christianity was a religion of the principal exploited classes ‑‑i.e. the agricultural slaves of the Western part of the empire, or the rural wage laborers or dependent peasants of the East.  The entire population of the Hellenistic city, diverse as it was, occupied a range of intermediate and ambiguous class positions.  It is possible to identify within these cities:


a) the local aristocracy, at the top of which stood the decurionate or city council, which had the unenviable responsibility of collecting the taxes owed to Rome, or making up the difference out of their own resources;


b) a middle stratum of merchants, artisans etc. some of whom were very wealthy and others of whom were poor indeed;


c) an urban plebiscite of wage laborers, the marginally employed;


d) slaves, some of whom would have been rather well off and secure, others of whom would have been severely exploited.


Theissen (Theissen 1982: 69-119) has demonstrated the presence of most of these elements in the Pauline community in Corinth, and we have no reason to believe that the situation would have been any different elsewhere.  We should also note that the Pauline communities appear to have been ethnically diverse ‑‑containing both Jew and gentile, and probably gentiles of very diverse origin. 


Within this context the story of Jesus began to take on a very different significance.  Let us listen to Paul’s account of the very core of the Christian proclamation.


But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the law and the prophets bear witness to it, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe.  For there is no distinction; since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are justified by his grace as a gift through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as an expiation by his blood, to be received by faith (Rom 3: 21-25).  


Paul breaks sharply here, along two distinct axes, with the essentially political project of the Pharisaic and popular Judaism ‑‑a project of which, we have seen, Jesus shared many elements.  First of all, he liquidates completely, in a way Jesus never did, the Jewish aspiration for national liberation.  For Paul “there is no distinction” between oppressed Jew and Roman oppressor.  Salvation is defined not in national terms but in terms of faith in the crucified and risen Christ.  The fact that Paul looks forward to the eventual salvation of the Jews (Rom 9-11) does not change this.  Their salvation is no longer a Jewish salvation ‑‑no longer a restoration of the people of Israel to the land of Israel to live under Jewish law, but rather just another specific application of the generalized Christian salvation and thus a negation of Jewish national identity.


A note is in order here about the implications of this shift.  In one sense Paul is simply engaging in the kind of sectarian arrogance typical of countless religious groupuscules which believe that they alone hold the key to salvation.  On the other hand, most such sects had extraordinarily high entrance requirements which made most people unlikely to apply for membership.  Pauline Christianity was unique in that it was radically sectarian but at the same time potentially universal.  Salvation was available only through faith in the risen Christ ‑‑ and to literally anyone who could muster this faith.  Ritual and ethical requirements for membership were minimal indeed.  What Paul is doing, in effect, is to create a sect with excellent possibilities for becoming universal ‑‑a church outside of which there can be no salvation. 


In the meantime, Paul was also redefining radically the meaning of messianic expectation.  For Paul the messiah has already come and gone without either liberating Israel or seeing to it that God’s will is done on earth as it is in heaven.  His liberating work consisted neither in promoting ethical conduct nor in catalyzing a social revolution, but rather in giving up his life as an expiatory sacrifice for the sins of all humanity.  When he comes again he will meet his followers not on the battlefield at Megiddo, but “in the sky (1 Thess 4: 18).” This meant rejecting both the Pharisaic project of reorganizing the people of Israel into an effective force for social transformation, and the revolutionary project of liberation from Rome. Within Palestinian Judaism, revolutionary political struggle always had eschatological and messianic overtones ‑‑i.e., Jews believed that victory over Rome would require divine intervention, as had the victories over Pharaoh, the Philistines, and Antiochus Epiphanes.  At the same time, eschatological expectation always had a national and political character.  Messianic movements were movements for the liberation of Israel and engendered not quiet waiting but rather political, if not necessarily military, confrontations of the kind which had cost Jesus his life.  In Paul we see a kind of depoliticized and otherworldly messianism.  The liberation Paul proclaims is not of the world, but from the world.  It is not for the people of Israel but rather for a multiclass, multiethnic congregation.  As the generations passed the element of eschatological expectation would disappear entirely from orthodox Christianity, and the work of the messiah would be redefined entirely in terms of a sacrificial expiation from the guilt of sin accessible to all who have faith in the risen Christ.


Here the liquidation of the Jewish project of national and social liberation is complete. 


We should not draw from this however, the conclusion that Pauline Christianity had no social ethics.  On the contrary, Paul’s kerygma had definite political implications.  On the one hand Paul rejected radically the hubris which was characteristic of the hegemonic Hellenistic culture, and which seemed to be particularly prominent among the wealthier members of his congregations. 


For consider your call brethren; not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth; but God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong, God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God (1 Cor 1: 26-29).

Wealth, righteousness, and worldly wisdom were no cause for boasting the face of a one 


who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men.  And being found in human form he humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a cross (Philippians 2:5-8).

In the place of pride in wealth, power, wisdom, and righteousness, Paul points to love as the principal virtue of the Christian (1 Cor 13).


At the same time, this rejection of the hubris characteristic of the upper classes in no way implies sanction for structural social transformation.  Paul is quite clear that, 


there is no authority except from God.  Therefore he who resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who resist incur judgment (Rom 13: 1‑2).

Paul does not command the wealthy members of his Corinthian congregation to share their wealth with the poor, as was the custom in the Jerusalem community, but only to refrain from turning the Eucharist into an occasion for conspicuous consumption (1 Cor 11: 17-22; Theissen 1982: 145-174).  He does not command Philemon to manumit the Christian slave Onesimus, but only to treat him as a brother in Christ.  How one does this to a person one is keeping as a slave may be a bit obscure, but Paul’s interest is clearly more in the subjective motive than in the objective relationship.  “I preferred to do nothing without your consent so that your goodness might not be by compulsion but of your own free will (Kyrtatas 1987: 63-71; Philemon 1: 14).”


Gerd Theissen has characterized Paul social ethics quite appropriately as a kind of “love patriarchalism.”


Paul knows only a few of the sayings of the Lord.  And even if he had known more, the ethical radicalism of the Jesus tradition ... would have found little room to survive in the congregations founded by him.


In these congregations there developed an ethos obviously different from that of the synoptic tradition, the ethos of primitive Christian love-patriarchalism ... This love-patriarchalism takes social differences for granted, but ameliorates them through an obligation of respect and love, an obligation imposed upon those who are socially stronger.  From the weaker are required subordination, fidelity and esteem (Theissen 1982: 107). 


In this sense, while preserving the essential values of the Jewish tradition, and in particular the Pharisaic ethic of love, which had been so central to the teachings of Jesus, and even something of the “piety of the poor,” with its rejection of the pride of the rich and powerful, Paul gives these elements a very different, and profoundly conservative political significance.  Far from being a strategy for the comprehensive democratic reform of Jewish life or for liberation from Roman oppression, as were the Pharisaic and revolutionary movements which had such a profound influence on Jesus, Pauline Christianity became an other worldly religion, which negated Jewish national claims and legitimated existing social inequalities. 

IV.  Christianity Antisemitism, and Empire

It was precisely this sort of Christianity which spread throughout the Roman Empire.  And, as Dimitris Kyrtatas (1987) has demonstrated, the new religion had a powerful appeal for the upper strata of Roman society. This was particularly true of the decurionate and the equestrian order, as opposed to the old senatorial elite which remained loyal to the Roman municipal cult. 


By the middle of the third century the empire was in the midst of a crisis. The closing of the limes meant a shortage of slave labor, which had been drawn primarily from among prisoners of war (Anderson 1974: 76, 80).  In order to remedy this situation, servi were settled on the land, with families (Anderson 94).  This naturally began breaking down the distinction between free and servile labor.  At the same time, beginning with Diocletian, increasing restrictions were placed on the freedom of movement of the coloni (Jones 1974: 302).  These economic changes were accompanied by changes in the political and ideological superstructure.  The power of the old slave owning municipal oligarchies declined as new elites based in the imperial administration emerged.  These elites lived off the revenues generated by the tribute, rather than off the labor of slaves.  In effect the ruling class of the empire became less and less an independent slave owning class and more and more a service nobility like that of the empires of the ancient Orient.  These changes were reflected in Diocletian’s effort to exclude the old senatorial order from the most important posts in the state administration, and in the eventual fusion of the senatorial and equestrian orders in to a single service nobility, the clarissimate, under Constantine (Anderson 1974: 100).


Meanwhile the emperor Aurelian had proclaimed himself not merely princeps but deus et dominus (Andersen 1974: 86).  At first this new sacral monarchy took the form of a cult of the imperial genius, which resulted in increasing persecution of the empire’s Christian minority.  But growing numbers of the clarissimate, and eventually the imperial family, began to see in Christianity, with its conservative but integrating social ethics, the solutions to the cultural crisis of the empire.  Christian messianism paved the way for a new kind of sacral monarchy, as the world-rule of Constantine was represented as the final triumph of the risen Christ.


As the knowledge of one God and the one way of religion and salvation, even the Doctrine of Christianity, was made known to all mankind, so at the self-same period, the entire dominion of the Roman empire was being vested in a single sovereign.  Profound peace reigned throughout the world.  And thus by the express appointment of the same God, two roots of blessing, the Roman Empire and the doctrine of Christian piety, sprang up together for the benefit of men ... (Eusebius Or. Con 16: 4-7 in Ruether 1974: 142).
Integral to this new theology was the notion that


there is one covenant, promised to Abraham, foretold by the prophets, and fulfilled in the gentile Church, which accepted the Messiah promised to Israel (Ruether 1974: 137).

Indeed, some patristic exegetes go so far as to identify two peoples in the “Old Testament” ‑‑the Jews and the future Church. 


The negation of Jewish national claims, which had its roots in Jesus’ indifference to the Pharisaic strategy for democratizing and preserving Jewish national identity, and which became integral to Paul’s reinterpretation of the story of Jesus, has issued here in the transformation of Christianity into an antisemitic imperialist ideology.


The emperor himself comes to be regarded in much the manner of an oriental God-King,


The emperor, like the rays of the sun whose light illuminates those who live in the most distant regions, enlightens the entire empire with the radiance of the Caesars as with the far reaching beams reflected from his own brilliance ... Thus he is present everywhere, traversing the entire earth, being in all places and surveying all events.


Having been entrusted with an empire, the image of the heavenly kingdom, he looks to the ideal form, and directs his earthly rule to the divine model and thus provides an example of divine monarchic sovereignty (Eusebius in Cunningham 1982: 51).

Christian love-patriarchalism, meanwhile, offered a way to legitimate and also ameliorate social inequalities ‑‑a way which corresponded rather well to the emerging tributary or “feudal” relations of production.  As Theissen points out, ancient Greek and Roman society “sought to solve the problems of social integration by extending citizenship to an ever greater number of people (1982: 108)” while at the same time providing for the fantastic desires of its ruling classes with an ever larger number of slaves, who were denied even the most basic forms of human dignity.  The constantly increasing cosmopolitanism of the empire, and the crisis of the slave mode of production made this solution increasingly untenable. Christianity offered a social ethic in which 


equality of status was extended to all ...  At the same time, however, all of this was internalized; it was true “in Christ.”  In the political and social realm class specific differences were essentially accepted, affirmed, even religiously legitimated.  No longer was there a struggle for equal rights but instead a struggle to achieve a pattern of relationship among members of various strata which would be characterized by respect, concern, and a sense of responsibility ...  It held out the chance of a certain humanity to those who were becoming ever more dependent while at the same time it held fast to the idea of a fundamental equality of status.  Constantine was able to succeed in his religious policy only because Christian love-patriarchalism, as the creative answer to radical social changes, was able to have an effect even beyond the small Christian minority (Theissen 1982: 109). 

This ethic corresponded well to the imperatives of new “patriarchal” feudal relations of production, which abolished both the large class of free citizens and the even larger class of subhuman slaves, in favor of a graded series of paternalistic relationships between lord, vassal, and serf.


At the end of this road we find the phenomenon ‑‑which must always appear profoundly contradictory to modern progressive exegesis and social history-- of the church fathers who upheld what seem to us like revolutionary positions regarding wealth and poverty, but who at the same time were rabid antisemites and who seem to have done absolutely nothing to advance their revolutionary social ethics. 


Behind this paradox lies a theology which sees in the empire the fulfillment of the messianic promises made to Israel, and which looks to realize the revolutionary implications of the ethic of love not through structural social transformation, but through voluntary action based on individual conversion.  By chaining the radical ethics of Jesus, the Pharisees, and the revolutionary opposition, to this imperial ruling class project, Christianity became one of the most effective, and also one of the most profoundly reactionary, ideologies known to humanity.

Conclusion

What is the significance of these findings for progressive Christians in the twentieth century? We should point out, first of all, that most of what passes for liberation theology is woefully inadequate, both in its understanding of the relationship of Jesus with the Judaism of his time, and in its insistence on saving so much of the later Christian tradition. 


The first inadequacy is reflected politically in the tendency, which liberation theology shares with most of the modern left, to deny to the Jewish people of the twentieth century the right to self-determination accorded to other oppressed peoples around the world ‑‑and more generally in the failure of liberation theology to come to terms adequately with the imperialistic roots of the Christian tradition itself. 


Second, liberation theology has not dealt adequately with the problematic political implications of Christian claims regarding Jesus of Nazareth.  So long as Christians affirm that Jesus is the Messiah, they will be pulled, to one or another degree, towards a redefinition of redemption in otherworldly terms ‑‑or else towards a triumphalist identification of new forms of class society with the classless and communal social order for which they struggle.  Liberation theology shows signs of both errors.  On the one hand liberation theologians have shown a profound reluctance to even acknowledge the existence of profound differences with Rome regarding the nature of sin, salvation etc.  But if liberation theology has not really broken with the traditional, other worldly Christianity which looks for salvation in the crucified and risen Jesus rather than in the political struggles of the popular classes, why should we believe that liberation theology will really persevere in its support of revolutionary social practice? 


On the other hand, liberation theologians have shown very little inclination to criticize “actually existing socialism,” and indeed seem to be participating in some cases in the construction of new systems of legitimation centering around a cult of revolutionary self-sacrifice (Lancaster 1988: 127-163) in which Che Guevara is the new Christ, Fidel the new Paul and some future socialist world emperor the new Constantine.


An authentic theology of liberation must break decisively with the messianic dynamic which has enclosed the revolutionary values, which Christianity inherited from Judaism, in a theological framework which obstructs revolutionary action ‑‑and which issues inevitably in either otherworldliness or totalitarian triumphalism.


It is not so much that we must reject Jesus himself.  Clearly this popular, charismatic preacher, profoundly influenced by the Pharisees, but also deeply rooted in the popular piety and messianic expectations of the Galilean peasantry out of which he emerged, has an enduring place in the hearts of the poor around the world. 


What we must reject is what the Church has said about Jesus, which entirely obscures the character of his life and teaching, and in fact transforms them into something he would have found unrecognizable.  Where Jesus looked forward to the reform of Jewish life in accord with the law, and liberation of Israel from Roman rule, the Church proclaims a crucified Messiah who liberates from the law ‑‑i.e. who proclaims a religion not of ethical conduct but of faith‑‑ who liberates not Israel but “all who believe” ‑‑thus damning Israel and every other non-Christian people.  Where Jesus demanded a radical renunciation of wealth as the condition for admission to the community and looked towards a radical reversal in the fortunes of the rich and the poor, the church proclaims voluntary benevolence ‑‑or at best “structural reform” which rejects class struggle and thus stops well short of the establishment of a classless and communal social order. 


In the place of Jesus as Messiah, an office in which he was at best terribly unsuccessful, we must see Jesus as a teacher and a prophet, who brought to the fore some of the most radical elements in the larger Jewish tradition, and through whom the Jewish tradition as a whole was made available to all the peoples of the earth, not as a substitute for their own wisdom, but as a catalyst for reflection and rationalization.  We must also recognize that much of what he said and did was highly irrational and laid the groundwork for much of the reactionary reinterpretation of his life and work.  The teachings and the story of Jesus form an integral part of our tradition, but only a part, and must be read against the background of the whole tradition of Israel ‑‑and must not be granted any claim to priority.


In the meantime, we face the same, still unresolved tasks which confronted Jesus, the Pharisees, and all of the other tendencies in Second Temple Judaism ‑‑the task of throwing off the oppressive power of the world empires, and of reorganizing our own lives in accord with the principles of the Law.  In pursuing this task we must be like the resourceful scribe (Matt 13:52) who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old.  We must use the resources of human reason to make effective the ancient values of the world’s oldest revolutionary tradition, and thus make good the biblical promise that “the poor shall inherit the earth and enjoy untold prosperity (Ps 37:11, Matt 5:5).”

Postscript


Since this essay was written more than ten years ago, research into the historical Jesus and into the social basis and political valence of the movement which grew up around him has continued apace.   While much of this research adds important details to the analysis presented in this article, very little of it touches my basic analysis.  There have, however, been two important developments which I think bear mentioning.  First Richard Rubenstein’s When Jesus Became God (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1999) makes a potent case that at least significant streams in Christianity remained in close continuity with Judaism up through the “resolution” of the Arian controversy, and that the Arian controversy was, in large measure at least, a struggle over whether Christianity would be a religion of ethical conduct on the model of Judaism or an otherworldly mystery cult centered on the substitutionary atoning sacrifice of an incarnate God.  Rubenstein shows convincingly that both the question of the relationship between Christianity and Judaism, and the relative importance of the teachings of Jesus on the one hand, and the sacrifice on the cross on the other hand, in fact formed quite explicit themes in the debates which took place during the struggle between the Arians and the eventually victorious Athanasians.  Specifically, the Athanasians argued that if Jesus was not divine, then the sacrifice on the cross could not possibly have had the power necessary to redeem a sinful humanity and make possible eternal salvation.  For the Arians, on the other hand, the core of Christianity was not substitutionary atonement but the teachings of Jesus.   It was his humanity which had to be emphasized, in order to demonstrate that it is indeed possible for anyone to lead a just and holy life. 


This said, I think it is a mistake to regard the Arian controversy as the point at which Christianity went wrong.  On the contrary, the elements which I have identified in this article, which were already present in Paul and even, to a certain extent, in the teachings and actions of Jesus himself, already pointed Christianity in the direction of otherworldliness.  The Arian controversy and the later Christological controversies simply consolidated the metaphysical foundations of this deviation. 


Second, I have become increasingly convinced that claims on behalf of an “esoteric Jesus,” long upheld by devotees of the gnostic tradition and the Kaballah, and widespread in conspiracy circles, may actually have some merit.  Many scholars, including Raymond Brown, have argued that the “beloved disciple” of the Gospel of John was in fact a high temple official, and the synoptics (Mark especially) are pregnant with evidence that Jesus himself gave both exoteric and esoteric interpretations of the parables and other teachings.  But such esoteric teachings are most often associated with priestly lore.  How does this fit with the claim that Jesus mounted a sharp critique of the temple cult? The answer, I believe, is to be found in the Johannine tradition.  The “Word made flesh,” “pitching his tent among us” is nothing more or less than the Law fulfilled.  Jesus is able to pronounce the divine name “I am” outside the context of the temple cult, because he is himself both temple and high priest.  In the fulfillment of the Law, God becomes really present or, what is the same thing, the person who fulfills the Law becomes connatural with God, not in the sense of transcending the metaphysical bonds of finitude but rather in the sense of taking on the most essential aspect of the divine nature, namely love. 


Validation of this reading of John, and of the larger claim that there was, in fact, an esoteric Jesus, as well as analysis of the social basis and political valence of this strain the tradition will, to be sure, require further research.  It does, however, suggest a very different reading of the “incarnational” Christology of the Gospel of John, a reading which is far more compatible with the largely Pharisaic Jesus which biblical criticism has disclosed behind the text of the synoptics, albeit one which adds an additional layer of intellectual sophistication.





