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DEDICATION


I have dedicated this book to the memory of my very good friend Darryl Gless, who died nearly a year ago after a valiant and courageous fight with an illness that racked his body but left his mind intact and incisive to the end. He left behind a wife, my also-very-good-friend Frieda Seeger, and their then-yet-to-be-born daughter Leni. Darryl was a much-beloved, committed, and influential professor of English at UNC, a onetime dean in the college, an insightful and creative scholar, and an extraordinarily beloved and generous human being. We constantly remember and miss him.
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INTRODUCTION


JESUS DIED IN ABOUT the year 30 CE, but our earliest surviving accounts of his life did not start to appear until some forty years later (beginning with the Gospel of Mark). During the intervening years—and even in the years after our Gospels were written—stories about Jesus were in oral circulation, starting with tales told by those who were eye- and earwitnesses to the things he did and said. I am deeply interested in how Jesus was being “remembered” and “misremembered” by those who were telling such stories, both those who actually knew him and those who heard stories from others, some years, or even decades, later, before our written Gospels appeared.

This book, in short, is about the historical Jesus, memory, and distorted memory. I have been interested in the historical Jesus since, well, since I first started studying the New Testament from an academic perspective in the late 1970s. At that time, I heard views from some of my teachers that many people continue to hear today: the Gospels are based on eyewitness reports; they can therefore be accepted as historically reliable; people in oral cultures (such as in the ancient Roman world) had better memories than we do today; and such people always preserved their traditions about the past accurately, since they were not literate and so could not learn about the past from writing.

Are these views correct?

It was just a few years ago that I came to realize that the study of memory, as pursued by scholars who did not work on the New Testament, could provide some valuable and keen insights into such matters. These other scholars work in a number of disciplines well represented in the academy, such as psychology, sociology, and anthropology. Their insights may be especially relevant to understanding how the earliest Christians told and retold the stories about Jesus after his death but before the Gospels were written. This was a mysterious period of oral transmission, when stories were circulating, both among eyewitnesses and, even more, among those who knew someone whose cousin had a neighbor who had once talked with a business associate whose mother had, just fifteen years earlier, spoken with an eyewitness who told her some things about Jesus.

How were such people—those people at the tail end of the period of transmission—telling their stories about Jesus? Did they remember very well what they had heard from others (who had heard from others who had heard from others)? Were the stories they told accurate reflections of what they heard? Or, more remotely, of what Jesus said and did? Or had their stories been molded, and shaped, or even invented in the processes of telling, remembering, and retelling the stories? During the forty to sixty-five years between Jesus’s death and the first accounts of his life, how much had the stories been changed? How much was being accurately remembered? Modern studies of memory may possibly provide us with some much-needed insights into the question.

For about two years now I have spent virtually all my free time doing nothing but reading about memory—what cognitive psychologists have to say about individual memories, what sociologists can tell us about collective memory, and what anthropologists have written about oral cultures and the ways they preserve their unwritten traditions.

The more I read, the more surprised I became that so many scholars of the New Testament—the vast bulk of them, so far as I can tell—have never explored this research, even though it is so fascinating and most immediately relevant. Even those New Testament specialists who have delved into such fields have in many instances limited themselves to just one, or possibly two, of them. But they are all important. In this book I try to bring them each to bear on questions about memory and the historical Jesus.

Memory and Jesus

When it comes to Jesus, all we have are memories. There are no lifelike portraits from his day, no stenographic notes recorded on the spot, no accounts of his activities written at the time. Only memories of his life, of what he said and did. Memories written after the fact. Long after the fact. Memories written by people who were not actually there to observe him.

Critical scholars have long argued that the surviving records of Jesus—the Gospels—are not memories recorded by those who were eyewitnesses.1 They are memories of later authors who had heard about Jesus from others, who were telling what they had heard from others, who were telling what they had heard from yet others. They are memories of memories of memories. To understand what the Gospels are, and to know anything about the man Jesus himself, we have to know about memory.

Our own memories are, on the whole, reasonably good. If they weren’t, we would not be able to function, or even survive, as human beings in a very complex world. We count on our memories for the thousands of things we do every day, from the moment we wake up in the morning to the time we shut down at night. But we forget a lot of things as well—not just our keys, and the names of people we are sure we ought to remember, but also factual information that we used to know and events, even highly important events, that have happened in our lives. Even more disturbing, we misremember things. The older we get the more we realize: we sometimes remember clearly what took place and how it took place. Then it turns out we are wrong.

It happens to all of us. And it has happened to everyone who has ever lived. Including the followers of Jesus. Including the ones who told the stories about him. Including the ones who heard those stories and then passed them along to others. Including the ones who heard these thirdhand stories and told them then to others, who told them to others, who told them to others, who then wrote the Gospels. Each person in that link of memory from Jesus to the writers of the Gospels was remembering what he or she had heard. Or trying to do so.

When it comes to knowing about the Gospels and about the historical Jesus himself, it is all about memory. And about frail memory. And faulty memory. And false memory.

Memory is not simply about us as individuals, as we remember things in our world and information that we have learned, or when we recall events that have happened to us and persons we have encountered. Memory—“calling something back to mind”—also involves groups of people as they remember what has happened in their collective past. Society itself cannot function without a memory of the people and events that have bound and continue to bind it together. As a society we have to remember our origins, our history, our wars, our economic crises, our mistakes, and our successes. Without a recollection of our past we cannot live in the present or look forward to a future.

It is astounding how we, individually or as a society, have such different memories of events and people from the past, and how often our recollections of important moments and figures are so far removed from historical reality.

Let me give an example of “social memory” to demonstrate my point. This will help set the stage for what I want to say about memories of Jesus.

Remembering Lincoln

In 2014 a poll was taken of 162 members of the American Political Science Association, asking them to rank all the past presidents of the United States, from best to worst.2 Probably to no one’s great surprise, the top-ranked president was Abraham Lincoln. Most of us—though certainly not all of us—remember Lincoln as a truly great and noble man who did remarkable things for his country. But he was not always thought of in that way. In his own day, Lincoln in fact was not seen as a great president. And not only in the southern states, whose inhabitants, as a rule, truly despised him and what he stood for. Even among his supporters he was not wildly popular. As social historian Barry Schwartz indicates in his pivotal study Abraham Lincoln and the Forge of National Memory, “When Abraham Lincoln awoke on the last day of his life, almost everyone could find something about him to dislike.”3

Schwartz’s book tries to show that Lincoln did not come to be considered “great” until after his death, and even then his fortunes in memory rose and fell depending on what was happening more broadly in the country as a whole. Every turning point in American history led to a revised image of Lincoln, both who he was as a human being and what he tried to accomplish (and did accomplish).

I think it is fair to say that most of us today remember Lincoln as one of the first great heroes of civil rights, as one who aggressively promoted the idea that “all people are created equal,” that whites and blacks deserve to be treated the same before the law, that black slaves should be set free and allowed to have the same rights and freedoms as their white owners.

We generally do not remember another side of Lincoln. Prior to the Civil War, Lincoln is clearly on record for not favoring civil rights. His views changed over time, of course. Our views often do. But why do we remember only one part of his life—not the part that is discomforting to our modern views? We don’t remember that Lincoln publicly stated that blacks should be set free and then deported to a colony. That he declared that blacks should not be allowed to vote or to serve on juries or to enjoy the privileges and responsibilities of the whites in society. That he explicitly opposed the idea of racial equality, in no small measure because he believed (in his words) that there was a “physical difference” between blacks and whites that would make it impossible.

This is a memory of Lincoln that most of us have never had, and as incredible as it seems to us today, it is easy to document from Lincoln’s own speeches and writings. As he said quite plainly, and somewhat shockingly, in his fourth debate with Stephen A. Douglas in 1858:

I am not, nor ever have been, in favor of bringing about in any way the social and political equality of the white and black races . . . and I will say in addition to this that there is a physical difference between the white and black races which I believe will forever forbid the two races living together on terms of social and political equality.4

If Lincoln publicly stated such views—which would be seen as hideously racist by us today—why is he so widely thought of today as a champion of civil rights? Is it, as some historians claim, because Lincoln eventually reversed himself and became an advocate not only of abolition but also of complete equality? This is a controversial issue. Schwartz himself argues that we remember Lincoln the way we do today because the leaders of the civil rights movement in the early 1960s latched onto Lincoln as a voice from the past who could provide a rationale and moral justification for their push to provide full equality under the law for African Americans, a push that almost all of us realize came many, many years too late.

Whether we think Lincoln completely reversed himself or not, this example of our own selective memory can be instructive. When we remember the past, whether we are thinking simply our individual thoughts or are reconstructing our previous history as a collective whole, as a society, we do so, always and necessarily, in light of our present situation. The past is not a fixed entity back there in time. It is always being transformed in our minds, depending on what our minds are occupied with in the here and now. As Schwartz claims, the somewhat ironic portrayal of Abraham Lincoln as a civil rights prophet “demonstrates the malleability of the past and justifies Maurice Halbwachs’s claim that ‘collective memory, is essentially a reconstruction of the past that adapts the image of historical facts to the beliefs and spiritual needs of the present.’”5

The Maurice Halbwachs that Schwartz invokes here is one of the truly great pioneers in the study of memory—specifically, memory as held by social groups, “collective memory.”6 We will meet him again in chapter 6. Halbwachs had a rather extreme view of how we remember. He thought that literally all of our memories are social memories, that we can’t actually have any personal, private memories, but that every memory we have is necessarily influenced by, shaped by, and provided through our various social contexts. Not everyone agrees with that view, but on one point there is much wider consensus. We—whether as individuals or as members of a collective—“remember” the past because of its value in the present. Otherwise we have no reason even to think about the past—whether it is our own past lives and experiences or the lives and experiences of our society. And—this is the key point I am trying to make—sometimes, often, or always our memories of the past are distorted precisely because of the demands of the present.7

Schwartz in particular wants to emphasize that this reality of memory does not mean that what we remember about our past—as individuals or as social groups—is simply fabricated and unreliable. On the contrary, most of what we remember is accurate and historical. But the way we remember it is highly selective and sometimes distorted by the reasons we choose to remember in the first place. In Schwartz’s words, our modern way of remembering Lincoln “valuates history by lifting the morally significant elements of Lincoln’s life above the mundane.”8 In other words, we remember the past not only as it actually happened, but also in light of what is most important to us in our own lives.

Remembering Columbus

Much the same can be said about most of the historical figures that we revere, from Caesar Augustus to Joan of Arc to Christopher Columbus. Columbus is an interesting example. He is not always remembered today in the same glowing terms that we remembered him when I was a child growing up in the ’50s and ’60s. In those days, we remembered Columbus as one of the great heroes of our past, the one who “discovered America,” who made it possible for civilized people to expand into the New World and to bring their Christian ideals into a backward and pagan wilderness that stretched from shore to shore. It was Columbus who made possible all the good things that have come down to us in our democratic, wealthy, and noble society. Among other things, he was a good and kind man who treated the native populations with dignity and respect.

Columbus is not always remembered that way anymore. For one thing, today when people talk about his “discovery” of America, they tend to put it in quotation marks. America, in the more widespread view today, was not “discovered.” It was already here, and was populated by civilized peoples, even if their form of civilization was markedly different from the civilization of Europe. And Columbus was not even the first European here. He was preceded by many others.

More than that, Columbus today is often remembered not as a good and beneficent man but as a rather ruthless and violent one, a man responsible for the massive destruction of enormous numbers of human beings and the ill treatment of many others. In the words of one historian who has carefully rethought Columbus’s contributions, James Loewen:



Christopher Columbus introduced two phenomena that revolutionized race relations and transformed the modern world: the taking of land, wealth, and labor from indigenous people in the Western Hemisphere, leading to their near extermination, and the transatlantic slave trade, which created a racial underclass.9



In his attempt to portray Columbus in a different light, Loewen shows not only how the diseases of Europe devastated the tribes of Native Americans, but also how Columbus implemented and followed a completely ruthless treatment of the people he found on American shores, sanctioning rape, pillage, and bodily mutilation.

Why then were those of us in my generation taught to remember him with such reverence? In Loewen’s opinion:

The worshipful biographical vignettes of Columbus provided by most of our textbooks serve to indoctrinate students into a mindless endorsement of colonialism that is strikingly inappropriate in today’s postcolonial era.10

For my purposes here, I am not saying that Loewen is either right or wrong in his revisionist understanding of Columbus. What I am saying is that we were raised to remember Columbus in a way that is disputed by historians today who are wearing glasses of a different tint. Columbus is often remembered today very differently from when I was a child.

My ultimate point is not directly related either to Abraham Lincoln or Christopher Columbus. My point is that what is true of them is true of every historical figure. Our memories of them are shaped by our present interests and concerns, and partly—though not exclusively—because of that, these memories are sometimes frail, faulty, or even false. For historians, of course, it is important to know which memories are accurate and which are not. But it is also important to understand why people have the memories they do—especially the distorted memories—as such memories can tell us a good deal about what people value and cherish in their lives. By studying the memory of the past we can learn about the importance of the present.

Remembering Jesus

As we will see extensively throughout this book, these reflections also apply to memories of Jesus. People today—both believers and nonbelievers—remember him in very different ways. And people always have. Even the first people to remember him. Even his disciples. Even the authors of our Gospels. Some of these memories are no doubt accurate. Some may be distorted. All of them will be helpful both for reconstructing the past and for understanding the personal and social forces that drive people to remember the past the way they do.

One of the historical difficulties posed by our Gospels is that they were not written during Jesus’s lifetime or within a few weeks, months, or even years after his death. Critical scholars for centuries have realized that the Gospels were written decades later. Since at least the early twentieth century, scholars have recognized that these earliest written accounts of Jesus’s words and deeds were based on stories about him that were being circulated by word of mouth in the forty to sixty-five years after his death.

This raises a number of very big questions that many people have never thought about: Who was telling the stories? Was it only the twelve disciples and other eyewitnesses? Or would it have been other people as well? That is, did people who heard stories from eyewitnesses also tell the stories? Is it possible that stories were told by people who knew people who knew people who knew people who claimed that they heard stories from people who knew people who knew eyewitnesses? What happens when stories are circulated orally, from one person to the next, not just day after day, but year after year, and decade after decade, among such people, before being written down?

Many people have never thought of this as an issue of concern, but it obviously is an enormous problem. We all know from personal experience how much news stories get changed in the retelling (not to mention stories about us personally) just in a matter of hours, let alone days, weeks, months, years, and decades. Were the stories about Jesus exempt from these processes of alteration and invention that we ourselves experience all the time?

Some people, including some scholars, have thought that the answer is yes. They have maintained that it must have been different with Jesus, a man from first-century Palestine. Some have argued that it is different because the Gospels were not written by authors who had gotten their information from others who had gotten their information from others who had gotten their information from others—over the course of decades. In their view, the Gospels were written by eyewitnesses to Jesus’s life. Is that true? It is certainly a question worth exploring.

Some have argued that even though stories might change in our current age, it was different back then, especially in oral cultures. For one thing, the apostles of Jesus themselves would have made certain that no one ever changed any of the stories significantly. Right?

Others have argued that in oral cultures, people were more skilled in memory and worked hard to preserve traditions accurately without changing them. Since such people could not rely on writing, and only had oral communications to rely upon, they had to make sure that nothing of any importance came to be changed in the process of telling and retelling. Is there any way to know if that is in fact the case?

Some people have gone so far as to claim that the disciples of Jesus in particular memorized his teachings during his lifetime. As a first-century rabbi, Jesus would have been intent that his words were learned with scrupulous care so that when they were told to others, they were told with great precision and accuracy. So too, the stories of his deeds became accounts that were firmly committed to memory and passed along to others who memorized them, prior to the writing of the Gospels. Is there a way to know if this is correct?

Obviously, this book will not be the first to address such issues. They first came to scholarly prominence, and in fact became something of a scholarly obsession, almost exactly a century ago among German New Testament specialists who today are known as the “form critics” (they are called this for reasons I will explain later in this book). One of these form critics was arguably the most influential New Testament scholar of the twentieth century, a professor at the University of Marburg known as Rudolf Bultmann. Bultmann and his colleagues were intrigued by questions of how the traditions about Jesus came to be circulated, and they argued (against what many people think) that the sayings of Jesus and the stories about his life had been seriously changed, transformed, “improved,” and even invented by storytellers in the years before any of them was written down in our surviving Gospels.

Thousands of books and articles have been written on this topic since Bultmann and his colleagues were pioneering their work. That makes it all the more striking that there is not a single book available on the topic for a general-reading audience, a book that explains the form-critics’ views or delves into the issues they raised in a non-technical (and interesting!) way.

That is, however, what this book is about. It is about how Jesus was being remembered by the Christians who told stories about him, year after year after year, before being presented in the Gospels, and about whether the stories had been invented, or at least altered, in the process.

Moreover, the book will ask whether it is necessarily a bad thing if stories were changed as they were told and retold. Don’t we often change a story based on the context in which we are telling it? And based on the people we are telling the story to? And based on what we find to be most important, fascinating, and gripping about it? We’re not necessarily doing something deceitful when we change stories. We are often doing something very useful: telling a story in light of the situation at hand and the needs of the people we are speaking with. Would it have been any different with the early storytellers who were passing along memories of Jesus?

The study of memory is thus not only about seeing what gets changed over time; it is also about the people who remember things the way they do. It may be possible to look at how later memories of Jesus were presented to their audiences to help us understand what the storytellers considered to be the most important points for their own contexts. And by doing so, we may be able to appreciate better what these storytellers and their hearers were dealing with and experiencing in their worlds.

These issues are, to my mind, among the most pressing and important ones that can be asked both about Jesus and about those who followed him in the early years after his death. As I will be pointing out repeatedly, we do not have direct access to what Jesus said, did, and experienced but only to later stories told about him. Originally the stories would have been told by eyewitnesses to his life. And so we will ask if the Gospel writers themselves were actually eyewitnesses. Even if they were, would that mean that their accounts are necessarily reliable? Is, in fact, eyewitness testimony always reliable? Legal scholars and psychologists have long explored that question and have a lot to say about it. Their answers are both very interesting and immediately germane to any investigation into the life and death of Jesus. We will want to see what such scholars have to say.

Once the ancient Christian eyewitnesses told stories about Jesus, their hearers then repeated the stories—obviously in their own words. Those who heard these new stories told them again, in their own words. And others then told these stories to others—and so on, year after year. The stories of Jesus, in other words, were circulated in the “oral tradition” before our Gospel writers produced their accounts. What do we know about oral traditions as circulated in nonliterate or semiliterate cultures? Do oral cultures tend to preserve their traditions accurately, since they cannot write them down to ensure that they remain the same every time? As it turns out, anthropologists have dealt with that question by studying such cultures. As we will see, their answers are highly illuminating for anyone interested in the oral traditions of Jesus.

All of the people who told stories about Jesus—eyewitnesses, people who heard from eyewitnesses, and people who heard from people who heard from people who heard from people who heard from eyewitnesses—remembered what they saw and heard. And their own stories were based on those memories. What do we know about memory? Psychologists have intensely studied this question since the end of the nineteenth century and their findings are intriguing and often unexpected—not to mention directly relevant to the question of early Christian recollections of Jesus. If we are interested in the stories behind the Gospels, we will do well to pay heed to what experts have told us about memory.

Even more, as I have already indicated in my discussions of Abraham Lincoln and Christopher Columbus, memory is not simply a matter of a person’s individual recollection of what happened in their personal past. There is a social component as well. Social groups—families, organizations, nations—“remember” things based on their social environments and the social influences in their lives. Sociologists have studied this phenomenon since the 1920s. Anyone who wants to see how groups of people (the various early churches) remembered Jesus would do well to pay heed to this kind of sociological research.

In short, this book is different from other books about Jesus that are available to the general reader. In it I deal with some of the most significant and fundamental questions that we can have about the figure who stands at the head of the entire Christian tradition. These questions are deeply rooted in what I, and most critical scholars, take to be a historical reality: there are forty to sixty-five years separating Jesus’s death and our earliest accounts of his life, and we need to know what was happening to the memories of Jesus precisely during that time gap. I approach these questions from fields of study that I have never written about before and that many New Testament scholars have simply never explored, including cognitive psychology, cultural anthropology, and sociology. The intriguing research done in these other fields can help us unpack some of the greatest mysteries confronting both scholars of the New Testament and general readers: what can we know about the man Jesus and about how—and why—the memories of Jesus were altered in the years before the Gospels were produced?

The issues I cover in the book are obviously of enormous importance for all those who claim a personal attachment and allegiance to Jesus. But not only for those. Whatever you personally think and believe about Jesus, whether you consider yourself to be one of his followers or are simply an interested “outsider,” you can’t deny that Jesus has been and continues to be massively important to our world and our way of life. He is worshipped as God by more than two billion people today, and the church founded on his name has for many, many centuries been the single most powerful religious, cultural, social, political, and economic institution in the Western world. Both faith in Jesus and the church institution established in his name are rooted in stories told about him in the New Testament Gospels. How can we use the later memories of Jesus to the establish facts of his life, the things that he actually said and did? Were details changed here and there when they were being circulated by word of mouth? Were stories changed drastically? Were some invented? In short, were some early Christian memories of Jesus frail? Or faulty? Or even false? If so, can we determine why the memories of Jesus’s life and death came to be changed over the course of time? By doing so, can we gain any insight into the lives, values, commitments, conflicts, and concerns of the followers of Jesus who remembered him in these ways? Those are the questions we will be addressing in the chapters that follow.





CHAPTER 1

Oral Traditions and Oral Inventions


AS I HAVE TALKED ABOUT MEMORY with people over the past couple of years, I have come to realize that not everyone means the same thing by it. Some people are confused by the very idea that we, today, have a “memory” of Jesus or Abraham Lincoln or Christopher Columbus. None of us ever met these men. How can we have a memory of them? This will be a crucial question to address when considering how Jesus was “remembered” in the years and decades between his death and the first accounts of his life.

To deal with the issue we first have to explore a bit what scholars mean when they are discussing memory—both personal, individual memories that all of us have (and that all thinking people have had, including the earliest followers of Jesus) and collective memories that are held by the various social groups we (and others) belong to.

Psychologists have long recognized that there are different kinds of personal memories we have as individuals. Remembering how to ride a bike is not the same thing as remembering what the capital of France is; and neither is like remembering what you had for dinner last night.

Remembering how to do things with your body—how to breathe deeply, how to swim, how to hit a backhand—is sometimes referred to as “procedural” memory. This is obviously an extremely important form of memory. But since it is of no relevance to my interests in this book, I won’t be going into it here. There are, however, two other kinds of memory that are directly relevant, which need to be differentiated from one another.

In 1972 an experimental psychologist named Engel Tulving published a groundbreaking article that argued for a distinction between what he called “episodic” memory and “semantic” memory.1 Episodic memory is what most of us think about when we talk about “remembering” something from our pasts. This is the kind of memory that involves recalling things that happened to you personally: what you did on your first date, the most recent argument you had with a family member, where you went on vacation last year. There are obviously right and wrong answers to these questions, although much of the time there’s no way to check to see if your memories about them are correct. You may have a perfectly clear and vivid memory of where you were when you heard about the attacks on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, but in many cases—psychologists have demonstrated—clear memories about such things are flat-out wrong.2

Psychologists draw some fine distinctions between different kinds of episodic memories, but as a whole these are recollections of episodes from your own life. Semantic memory, on the other hand, involves factual information about the world, quite apart from whether you have personally experienced it. We can know that the Nile is the largest river in Egypt without ever having taken a boat trip on it, or that Duke won the NCAA basketball championship in 2015 without having seen the game. Most of our knowledge about the world involves information that we are not personally involved with, from mathematical equations (what is the square root of 81?), to geology (what is a tectonic plate?), to history (who was Charlemagne?), to—well, to most of the knowledge we learned either in school or outside of it.

It should be clear that episodic and semantic memories are closely intertwined in many ways. The reason you know the square root of 81 (a piece of semantic knowledge) is because at some point in your past you were taught it by a teacher or a book and were drilled on it and tested on it. That is, it involves episodes from your life. But you almost certainly don’t have an episodic memory of when and how any of that happened. You simply have a semantic memory of the fact. On the other hand, you can’t really perceive the world you live in and store recollections of these perceptions without semantic knowledge that you remember: What is a number? What is a teacher? What is a test? So the two kinds of memory are closely connected with one another, but also quite different.

One of the striking features of both episodic and semantic memory is that sometimes they are very accurate and other times not. We remember most things reasonably well, but the discomforting reality is that we misremember things all the time. A “false” or “distorted” memory, in the way I will be using these terms in this book, involves a memory that is wrong.3 Sometimes we misremember things about our own past, as we painfully realize from time to time (more often the older we get!). And sometimes we misremember factual information. If you seem to remember that Barcelona is the capital of Spain, that is a false recollection (some people would just call it a mistake—which of course is absolutely right; but in another sense it is something you are misremembering); and if you remember that your honeymoon was in San Francisco when it was actually in Philadelphia, that would be a false memory as well.

In addition to these kinds of individual memories, we also have shared recollections of the past, shared with others in the sundry social groups to which we belong. “Collective memory” is a term used by sociologists to refer to how various social groups construct, understand, and “remember” the past. In reference to my previous examples, we “remember” Abraham Lincoln in certain ways. If we use the term “memory” to refer only to episodic memories, then obviously none of us remembers Lincoln, since none of us knew him. But memory is more than that. One could say that what we know or think we know about Lincoln is simply a kind of semantic memory that lots of us have. That too would be true. But sociologists argue that the memories of Lincoln are not simply individual recollections of the past. These memories are socially constructed. That is to say, our various social groups have shaped the memory. The societies we live in (all of us live in a wide range of societies, or social groups) determine how we remember the past. These memories are thus not only about what happened, but also about the contexts and the lives of those who cherish and preserve them.

That is why, for example, the Reformation is remembered so differently by fundamentalist Christians and hard-core Roman Catholics; or why the legacy of Ronald Reagan or of Malcom X is remembered so differently among different social groups in our country; or why the Cold War is remembered differently by people in the state of Georgia and people in the country of Georgia.

My point is that there are different kinds of memory. And people remember things differently. Sometimes how they remember things—about their personal pasts, about factual information, about their collective history—is not accurate. Let me stress again: most of the time our memories are pretty good. Otherwise we couldn’t function as individuals or as a society. But there are times when we simply don’t remember the past accurately. It is worth exploring why we remember things poorly, or wrongly; it is also worth exploring whether such frail or false memories might be helpful for understanding the contexts within which we remember the things we do—and the reasons we remember them in the first place.

Remembering Jesus

What about Jesus? How is he remembered?

Arguably more than anyone else in history, Jesus is remembered in remarkably different ways by different people today, and by different groups of people.

In 2013 a major publishing event occurred. A book about Jesus actually made it to the very top of the New York Times bestsellers list. It was not written by an expert on the New Testament, but by a sociologist of religion, Reza Aslan, who is a professor of creative writing at the University of California–Riverside. In his intriguing account, titled Zealot, Jesus is portrayed not as the peace-loving and gentle good shepherd of the stained-glass window, but as a Jewish teacher who was particularly zealous for the people of his nation, Israel, and for their recovery of the land that was rightfully theirs.4 The Promised Land, however, was controlled by the much-despised Romans. Jesus favored a military overthrow of the Roman occupation of the land, and that in fact was his principal message. It was because he was a military insurgent that Jesus was arrested and crucified. Only later did his followers alter his message to one that advocated such teachings as “Love your enemy” and “Turn the other cheek.” Jesus himself was a zealot who favored revolution.

Aslan was not the first to remember Jesus in this way. As we will see in the next chapter, such views have been in circulation since the 1770s (although Aslan does not acknowledge his predecessors). Still, his is by far the most popular account of Jesus to take this line. Many people who read his account no doubt found it offensive to their religious sensibilities. Others found it persuasive. And this is how they will now remember Jesus.

Just a couple of months after Aslan’s book skyrocketed on the best sellers list, another book about Jesus appeared, this one by Bill O’Reilly, the Fox news commentator (coauthored with Martin Dugard). O’Reilly, too, even more obviously, is not a New Testament scholar. But his portrayal of the founder of Christianity proved to be still more popular than Aslan’s. It was wildly popular. It was the single best-selling nonfiction book of 2013. It has sold millions. In one way, Killing Jesus portrays Jesus in a way remotely similar to the view of Aslan: Jesus was particularly incensed by the Roman control of the Promised Land.5 A foreign government had no right to exercise its will over Israel. Particularly aggravating to Jesus, in O’Reilly’s view, was the fact that the people of Israel had to pay tribute to the Roman authorities. These were the issues that Jesus was particularly vexed about: excessive political control by a remote political power and too many fiscal demands. Jesus wanted smaller government and lower taxes.6

It is easy to see how this view of Jesus might resonate with a wide swath of our population today. Remembering Jesus is not simply an antiquarian exercise. It is about today. Not only does the past impose itself on us when we remember; but also our memories of the past are always affected by our views of the present.

Other authors have seen Jesus in almost precisely the opposite way. Some highly credible biblical scholars who stand in a more liberal political tradition have, somewhat unsurprisingly, portrayed Jesus as an advocate of more liberal political values. Some of the best Jesus scholars of our generation are people who themselves came of age in the 1960s. The Jesus they remember fits in well with the agendas that were dominant then and that continue to resound through the halls of liberal academia today. Some scholars have stressed that Jesus was principally concerned that his disciples abandon their material goods to focus on things that are spiritual. They were to care nothing for personal possessions. They were to share all that was theirs and own nothing themselves, living lives of simplicity and communal sharing. Jesus, then, was an antimaterialist—virtually a proto-Marxist, or at least one who was vehemently opposed to a capitalist system focused on greed and possessions.7

Others have stressed the significant role that women played in the life of Jesus—not just those women who are prominently named in the Gospels, such as Mary, the mother of Jesus, or his follower Mary Magdalene—but also other women, often unnamed, who appear in important places, women whom he speaks openly with, whom he reveals himself to, whom he touches in public, whom he welcomes among his group of followers without discriminating against them because of their gender, women who were faithful to him to the end even when the male disciples betrayed, denied, and abandoned him. These women were the ones who truly understood him, and Jesus advocated for their liberation from the harsh constraints of their patriarchal society. Jesus in this sense is remembered as a kind of protofeminist, a forerunner of modern views of liberation.8

Probably the majority of modern scholars have remembered Jesus as an apocalyptic prophet who was predicting that the end of the world was near, that God was soon going to intervene in the course of human affairs to destroy the forces of evil wreaking such havoc on earth, creating such enormous amounts of pain, misery, and suffering; this cataclysmic act of God was to arrive very soon, within Jesus’s own generation. God would send a cosmic judge of the earth to annihilate everything and everyone that stood opposed to him and his purposes, bringing in a good kingdom on earth in which there would be no more war, hatred, natural disaster, violence, sin, or death. This is a view that I myself have held since I was a graduate student in the early 1980s. But is it an accident that the view became so forcefully expressed by scholars in the nuclear age, when the world was in imminent danger of destruction?9

All of these views—and others I have not detailed—have clear historical merit in one way or another. They can all be argued for on academic, historical grounds. But what is more significant for my purpose is that all represent different ways that competent, modern authors recall who Jesus was.10 These authors all have their followers among their readers, who remember Jesus in different ways, sometimes radically different ways.

This is not to mention how Jesus is remembered in our society at large by nonscholars, some of whom have no time for scholars. For many people, of course, Jesus’s main objective was to provide the key to eternal life. Others remember Jesus as a healer of souls who could (and can) provide comfort in times of distress or whose power can heal a body that is weak, crippled, or deformed. Others remember Jesus as one who was principally interested in making his followers successful, who guaranteed large amounts of wealth to people who simply followed his prosperity gospel. Yet others remember Jesus as one who, through his ethical teachings and personal example, showed how we need to sacrifice ourselves and our personal comforts for the sake of helping those in need.

I am not saying that every one of these various memories of who Jesus was, what he did, what he taught, and what he intended is mutually exclusive. Many people hold several of these views at once. But why are there so many memories of Jesus? Can they all be accurate memories? Or are there also lots of distorted memories—memories of Jesus that do not conform to who he really was and really taught? Is someone inventing things? I should think that it is fairly safe to say that someone is inventing things. They can’t all be on target. Jesus did not teach both that the goal in life is to get rich by following his divinely inspired directions for prosperity and that we should give up all our worldly goods for the sake of others.

Here, though, is my ultimate point, both for this chapter and for the entire book: this invention of memories of Jesus is not simply a modern phenomenon. It has always been going on. From the very earliest of times. As far back as we have recorded memories of Jesus, we have widely disparate accounts of his words and deeds. And the events of his life. And the events of the lives of those who knew him.

One of the ways to begin exploring how ancient memories of Jesus were invented is by examining later memories of people connected with him. Early Christians recalled Jesus’s associates—his family members, disciples, and enemies—in intriguing ways, as evidenced in the tales that survive. By looking at a broad range of such stories we can gain some insights into how Christian memory worked, and see how memory sometimes came to be distorted (quite obviously in many cases). These insights may help us understand better the early Christian memories of Jesus himself, as he was being recalled by his later followers.

Memories of Jesus’s Companions

In early Christianity there were lots of memories of the people connected in some way with Jesus. I think it’s fair to say that a lot of these were “distorted” memories—that is, memories that were not rooted in history so much as in people’s vivid imaginations.

Take the Apostle Peter, Jesus’s right-hand man. We have, of course, stories about Peter in the New Testament. But for now, to illustrate my point about early Christian memories, we may consider accounts from outside the New Testament. Some of the most popular stories about Peter come from a second-century book known as the Acts of Peter. Here Peter is portrayed as a great miracle worker, able to heal the sick, cast out demons, and raise the dead. Are these accurate memories?

In one episode, after Peter has healed a multitude of sick people in his home, someone asks him why he will not heal his own daughter, a young and beautiful girl who is paralyzed and lying in a corner. To prove that he is able to heal the child, he speaks to her and tells her in the name of Jesus to become well. Her paralysis disappears and she stands up and walks to him.

He then tells her to return to her corner and become paralyzed again. When she complies, the crowd becomes understandably upset and dismayed. Peter explains to them that the Lord had informed him that if the child was healthy, she would lead others astray, presumably because men would lust after her. In fact, he indicates the reason she became paralyzed in the first place was because an older man had seduced her. But before he could have his wicked way with her, God paralyzed her. Now it is the Lord’s will for her to remain paralyzed, even though Peter is fully capable of restoring her to heath. The author of this account does not explicitly say so, but it appears that the readers are supposed to agree with him that this is a good thing.11

Sometimes Peter’s healing powers are not quite so heart-wrenching. In another episode he is preaching to the crowds about the power of Jesus, and they ask him to perform a miraculous sign so they can believe. He is standing by a body of water, and as he turns around he sees a fishmonger’s shop with a smoked tuna fish hanging in the window. He asks the crowd, “If you now see this swimming in the water like a fish, will you be able to believe in him whom I preach?” (Acts of Peter, 13). The crowd enthusiastically responds that they will indeed believe if he can work such a miracle. Peter takes the fish, tosses it in the water, and orders it in the name of Jesus Christ to come alive and swim. It does so, and the crowd converts.

Most of the Acts of Peter is about the conflicts that Peter has with an archheretic known as Simon Magus (this is the same Simon who appears in the New Testament in Acts 8:14–24). Simon Magus is a great miracle worker himself, who through his powerful deeds leads people astray by convincing them that he represents the truth. Much of the Acts of Peter represents miracle contests between Simon and Peter, in which Peter is continually shown to get the better of his heretical opponent. None of the episodes is more breathtaking than the final one.

Simon has announced to the people of the city of Rome that he is the one who is from God, and he will prove it the next day by ascending to heaven in their presence. The people gather together to witness the event, and after delivering a short speech about his power, Simon does indeed ascend and begin to fly over the temples and hills of Rome. Peter, however, the true man of God, is not one to be bested by a charlatan. He calls upon God’s power to deprive Simon of his ability to fly in midair, and Simon comes crashing to the ground. He breaks his leg in three places, and the crowds attack him and stone him to death. Everyone then becomes convinced that it is Peter and no other who is the one who represents the true God.

No one on the planet today thinks that Peter really did these things. But many ancient Christians thought he did. These are the ways Peter was widely remembered, as a great miracle worker who performed spectacular deeds to prove that he was empowered by the heavenly Jesus, the Lord of all. But surely these episodes represent distorted memories. It is true that in some of the cases the author of the book may have been the one who actually invented these stories about Peter—that is, they may not have been stories in broad circulation that he himself heard. In that case he was not himself “remembering” Peter in this way. He was just making stuff up. But—and this is a very big “but”—those who then read the stories and believed them (and we have every reason to think that the people who read them, or heard them read, believed them) had their own memories of Peter shaped by them. And so they do represent distorted memories, even if the author created them himself.

We may now shift from considering one of the good guys of the gospel stories to examine one of the very bad guys, Judas Iscariot. Christians have almost always remembered Judas as the evil disciple, the one who betrayed his master to his death and received a divine punishment for it. In the New Testament, there are two different accounts of Judas’s death, one in the Gospel of Matthew, where he is said to have hanged himself (Matt. 27:3–10) and one in the book of Acts, where he is said to have fallen headlong so that his belly ripped open and he spilled his intestines on the ground (Acts 15–19). It is very difficult, maybe impossible, to reconcile these accounts. (Read them for yourself and ask: Who purchased the Field of Blood where Judas died? And why was it called the Field of Blood?) What is interesting is that later Christians had yet other recollections of the events surrounding Judas’s death.

One of my favorites is found in a manuscript of a noncanonical gospel known as the Gospel of Nicodemus, an account of Jesus’s trial, death, and resurrection allegedly written by the mysterious figure Nicodemus, who shows up in the New Testament only in the Gospel of John (see John 3). In this manuscript, we are told that after betraying Jesus, Judas felt terrible remorse and returned home to hang himself. He finds his wife in the kitchen, roasting a chicken on a spit over a charcoal fire. He tells her that he has done the wicked deed and that he is now going to end it all, because Jesus is soon going to rise from the dead and will then deal with him harshly. Judas’s wife replies in disbelief: Jesus cannot rise from the dead any more than this roasting chicken can come back to life. As soon as she utters these words, the chicken rises up on the spit and begins to crow. Judas shrieks and goes off to find a rope to hang himself.

There is another, completely different account, preserved in the writings of a church father named Papias. We will meet Papias again in chapter 3. In the early second century he wrote a five-volume book called the Expositions of the Sayings of the Lord. Unfortunately, Christian scribes, for some reason, decided not to copy the book for posterity, so we do not actually have it. But later authors occasionally quoted from the book, so we do know a few of the things Papias said. One of his stories involves the death of Judas, a story that may represent a legendary expansion of the version now found in the New Testament book of Acts.

According to Papias, after Judas betrayed Jesus he was inflicted with a divine punishment. His body swelled up to an enormous size. He became so large that he could not squeeze onto a street that had buildings on either side. Not even his head would fit. His face became so fat that a doctor could not locate his eyes with an optical instrument. His genitals became enormously swollen and emitted pus and worms. He finally died on his own land by pouring his innards out on them. This created such a stench that even in Papias’s day, nearly a century later, people could not pass by without holding their noses.

Are these accurate memories? They may be true to the idea that Judas was a very bad man who got what he deserved (as the early Christian storytellers heartily believed), but the specific memories themselves are surely distorted.

One could argue that as bad as Judas Iscariot was, the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, was worse. Judas may have betrayed Jesus, but Pilate was the one who condemned Jesus to be flogged and then crucified. It is interesting to observe that even while Judas became increasingly vilified in Christian memory, Pilate came to be portrayed in a remarkably positive light. Pilate? Remembered well? Yes indeed.

There are a number of noncanonical texts that are collectively known as the “Pilate Gospels.” These would include the Gospel of Nicodemus that I just mentioned, which is sometimes titled the Acts of Pilate (because Pilate plays a pivotal role in the first part of it), along with such apocryphal books as the Letter of Pilate to Herod, the Report of Pilate, and the Handing Over of Pilate. What is striking in these accounts is that as time goes on, Pilate comes to be increasingly exonerated in the death of Jesus.

Early on in the Christian tradition—already by the middle of the second century—it was thought that Pilate had sent a letter to the Roman emperor, Tiberius, to explain the big mistake he had just made in crucifying the Son of God (thus Tertullian, Apology, 21–24). A version of such a letter was produced at a later time by a Christian author. This is the fourth- or fifth-century “Report” of Pilate, where he tells the emperor that he was not at fault for the death of Jesus. He was forced to execute him by “the entire multitude of the Jews,” even though they could not “convict him of a single crime.”12 Pilate goes on to explain that Jesus did many miracles, healing the blind, cleansing the lepers, and raising the dead. Jesus, in fact, showed himself to be more powerful even than the gods that the Romans themselves worship. The Jews, however, threatened to stir up a rebellion against Pilate, and so he had to crucify the Son of God. But Jesus then had his vengeance: all the synagogues of the unbelieving Jews in Jerusalem were destroyed and the Jews were engulfed in flaming chasms in the earth.

This is a terrifically interesting document that relates a very negative memory of the Jews, though obviously a more positive memory of Pilate. But is either memory accurate?

A later Christian author followed up this remarkable account by indicating how Tiberius responded to Pilate’s report. Highly aggravated that Pilate had agreed to crucify the Son of God, Tiberius sends soldiers to bring him back to face trial in Rome. Tiberius begins the judicial proceeding by saying, “How could you dare to do such things, you most impious man, after seeing such great signs accompanying that man? By daring to do this wicked deed you have destroyed the entire world.” Pilate responds by saying that it was entirely the fault of the Jews. He was not to blame; they forced him to do it. Tiberius will hear none of this, and tells Pilate that it was clear from the signs Jesus did that he “was the Christ, the King of the Jews.” As soon as Tiberius speaks the name of Jesus, all the statues of pagan gods in the courtroom fall to the ground and crumble to dust.

The emperor orders Pilate to be executed. But it becomes clear that Pilate himself deeply regrets what he did, and he insists to his death that his hand was forced by the recalcitrant Jews. More than that, he has come to believe in Christ. Before the executioner wields his sword, Pilate prays to Jesus for forgiveness, and a voice comes from heaven telling him: “All the races and families of the nations will bless you, because under your rule everything spoken about me by the prophets was fulfilled.” Pilate, in fact, will appear with Jesus when he returns at the Second Coming to judge the tribes of Israel. When the executioner then chops off Pilate’s head, an angel of the Lord descends and takes it up to heaven.

What a remarkable tale. How could Pilate possibly be remembered as a Christian convert especially blessed by Christ? Wasn’t he a brutal and ruthless Roman administrator who had no concerns for the sensitivities of the Jewish people and no interest at all in Jesus, whom he ordered to be humiliated, flogged, and tortured to death? Yes, that’s who he may have been in history. But it’s not who he was in the memory of early Christians. They remembered the past life of Pilate in light of their own present circumstances. They remembered Pilate as innocent in the death of Jesus. And why was that? For a very simple reason. If Pilate was innocent, who was guilty? It was those godless Jews. These memories are being shaped by the world in which storytellers and those who hear their accounts live, a world of deep, bitter, and growing animosity between Christians and Jews. Christians are recalling the past because of what was happening in their own time. I’m afraid we all do that, to one degree or another.

But did early Christians have frail, faulty, or even false memories also of Jesus? Yes, that too.

Memories of the Birth and Early Life of Jesus

Probably the most popular Gospel from outside the New Testament over the centuries was a book that most people have never heard of today. The title scholars have given it is the Protevangelium Jacobi, which means the “Proto-Gospel of James.” It is called the “ProtoGospel” because it recounts events related to the life of Jesus that allegedly happened before he was born. It is a book that is principally about Jesus’s mother, Mary: her own miraculous birth to a woman, Anna, who had been barren; her upbringing, mainly in the Jewish Temple, where she was watched over by priests and fed daily by an angel from heaven; and her engagement to the rich construction man Joseph, who was very much her senior. It was one of his sons from a previous marriage, James, who is said to have written the account. The reality is that the book was written long after James had been laid in his grave. It is probably from the second century.

Throughout the Middle Ages the book was enormously influential on Christian art, storytelling, and memory. Have you ever noticed how medieval paintings always portray Joseph as an old man but Mary as a very young woman? That comes from the Proto-Gospel. Or possibly you know the old Catholic teaching that Jesus’s brothers were not really his brothers but were either his cousins or sons of Joseph from a first wife? The latter view also comes from this book.
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