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For Caroline and…





It is the responsibility of intellectuals to speak the truth and to expose lies. This, at least, may seem enough of a truism to pass over without comment. Not so, however. For the modern intellectual, it is not at all obvious.

N. Chomsky, “The Responsibility of Intellectuals”
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 Preface

This book will largely apply the writings of Noam Chomsky, Edward Herman, Edward Said and several others on international politics and the supportive role of the media, intellectuals and academics to Christian origins and New Testament scholarship since the not insignificant date of 1967. The major features of this book are to explain why two major developments in New Testament and Christian origins scholarship took place when and where they did and the ideology that keeps them buoyant. While numerous theorists could have been chosen to analyse intellectual culture (e.g. Gramsci, Foucault), Chomsky, Herman, Said and the others were chosen deliberately because they are ruthless in illustrating the harsh contemporary realities of the cultural contexts of elite culture, avoiding mere abstract presentations of hegemony. This is obviously particularly significant given my aims of a precise historical contextualization of scholarship and ideology.

The book will be set out in three parts, each containing two chapters. Part I will look at the ways in which New Testament and Christian origins scholarship has historically been influenced by its political and social settings over the past hundred years or so. Moving on to the present, I will then apply Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky’s propaganda model of manufacturing consent in the mass media to the recent explosion of biblical scholars writing, often many times daily, on the internet, in particular scholars who have taken up “blogging.” This is particularly important because it provides an outlet for scholars to talk politics as well as biblical scholarship. It is clear, I think, that political views conform strikingly to the emphases that come through in Herman and Chomsky’s analysis of the mass media. The rest of the book will take up modified key areas of the propaganda model in more detail.

Part II will look at the Orientalist rhetoric of clashing civilizations and how this relates to the “war on terror” and the creation of Islam, Arabs, the Middle East, and so on, as the great enemy in the media and relevant intellectual thought since the 1970s and emboldened since September 11, 2001. I will then move on to show how this has had a highly noticeable impact on social sciences in New Testament and Christian origins scholarship, in particular the stark generalizations of Orientalist New Testament scholars, particularly some from the Context Group, using cultural/social anthropology based on studies of the Mediterranean and the Middle East. Regrettably some of this scholarship is grounded in outdated, nationalist, imperialist and, at times, plain racist social-sciences, some of which directly relate to Anglo-American foreign policy interests in the Middle East and beyond. Some of this Orientalist New Testament and Christian origins scholarship, consciously or unconsciously, makes some alarming and politically charged statements about “the Middle East” that cohere too closely with recent intellectual defences of indefensible actions in Iraq, Palestine and beyond.

Part III, will look at issues of Palestine and Israel in the media alongside Christian, secular and relevant intellectual thought since the “Six Day War” of 1967, focusing in particular on the dramatic shift towards massive and regularly uncritical support for Israeli state actions. I will then move on to show how this shift has had a profound impact on historical Jesus and Christian origins studies, particularly the strange emphasis on “Jewishness” and misplaced allegations of antisemitism since the 1970s.1 I will also show that despite the shift in support of Israel this is rarely done for love of Jews, Judaism, Israel or Israelis because there remains a notable cultural and religious superiority. This too is strongly echoed in the scholarship of Christian origins where for all the emphasis on the “Jewishness” of Jesus and the first Christians, it is extremely common to find Jesus or the first Christians being better than Judaism or overriding key symbols of Judaism as constructed by scholarship. The end results of contemporary scholarship are not dramatically different from the results of the anti-Jewish and antisemitic scholarship of much of the twentieth century.

There are several underlying reasons for the writing of this book. On the broad historical level, the rhetoric of clashing civilizations and the “war on terror” is so prominent in the media and strands of intellectual thought that it seemed reasonable enough to think its impact would be found in biblical studies. In a previous book, I looked at the influence of the Cold War on scholarship and scholarly results and given that the rhetoric of “clash of civilizations,” “war on terror” and so on are the direct heirs of Cold War rhetoric then it seemed doubly reasonable to think that there would be some kind of impact. Similarly, it became noticeable that more and more New Testament scholars were coming out with some hostile comments about Islam, the kinds of things, in fact, that were being said about Judaism by many New Testament scholars in the early- and mid-twentieth century. As it was clear that such earlier comments on Jews and Judaism were fuelled by European anti-Semitism, it again seemed reasonable to look for the reasons why Islam and Muslims were being negatively discussed by scholars of the New Testament and Christian origins.

Given that this book looks at contemporary scholarship in its historical and political contexts, it would be foolish to think that it was written without being influenced by recent history and politics. Some of the most famous examples are the escalation of violence in Israel and Palestine since the turn of the millennium, September 11, the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, Abu Ghraib, Guantánamo and the bombings in Bali, Madrid, and London. That these issues are frequently present in the book is, obviously, hardly a coincidence. I should also add that the US and its trusty UK sidekick have been at the forefront of the recent bloodbaths in Afghanistan and Iraq – not to mention plenty of less well publicized acts of aggressive foreign policy – and both, though particularly the US, have played central roles in the issues surrounding Israel and Palestine. This was the main reason behind the focus on Anglo-American scholarship, though results from German, Oceanic, Canadian and other “Western” countries are not dramatically different and will, on occasion, be referenced.

On the more personal level, politics – both national and international – has long been a major interest of mine and it sometimes puzzles me how I never ended up working in that area. I have been reader of works on the subject for at least as long as I have been reading works relating to biblical studies and so it was perhaps inevitable that the two would someday be combined. As it happens, my first ever public lecture was partly on one of the most explicitly political books ever written on biblical scholarship, namely Keith Whitelam’s 1996 book, The Invention of Ancient Israel: The Silencing of Palestinian History.2 The influence of Whitelam’s book on ancient Israel scholarship on this particular book on Christian origins scholarship should be obvious.

Maurice Casey aptly refers to one aspect of New Testament scholarship (research on the hypothetical gospel source, “Q”) as being in “a regrettably bureaucratized state.”3 Others (Casey included) could give plenty of other examples from scholarship where arguments descend into academic authorities declaring their opinion on a matter with little in the way of evidence and/or reliance on consensus (whether real or not) or friends, before expecting people to just agree because they said so.4 This strikes me as a particularly unscholarly model of scholarship: refer to what is accepted as true and continually reference statements made by the good and the great, too often without reference to any kind of evidence, argument or counter argument. This scholarly “bureaucratization” hit me hard at an annual Society for Biblical Literature meeting where for once I decided to sit quietly at the back of sessions dominated by a given perspective, as a little private experiment to see how the arguments were conducted. I was taken aback and slightly depressed (relatively speaking) to see how arguments were at times deemed right or wrong by little more than rhetoric and group interests. My frustration with such scholars and scholarship has come through before in writing and it will come through again in this book but it was this kind of experience that led me to think further about the role of social context and the results of scholarship, given that evidence and argument are not always deemed significant enough.




Christian Origins and New Testament Studies in Ideologically and Historically Contaminated Contexts


Cultivated theory can bolster uncomplicated bigotry.

Amartya Sen1




There is however, a brighter side to the amount of energy and money that the establishment pours into the business of “managing” public opinion. It suggests a very real fear of public opinion. It suggests a persistent and valid worry that if people were to discover (and fully comprehend) the real nature of the things that are done in their name, they might act upon that knowledge. Powerful people know that ordinary people are not always reflexively ruthless and selfish. (When ordinary people weigh costs and benefits, something like an uneasy conscience could easily tip the scales.) For this reason, they must be guarded against reality, reared in a controlled climate, in an altered reality, like broiler chickens or pigs in a pen.

Arundhati Roy2
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Far from more or less accurate repetitions of an ancient object, modernity’s depictions of original Christianity must be read as a working through of its own identity.

Ward Blanton1


This chapter will briefly introduce the ways in which New Testament and Christian origins scholarship have historically been embedded in their social, political and cultural contexts. The purpose of this chapter is to summarize some relatively non-controversial arguments made by several scholars, including myself, in order to provide a historical context whereby it can be seen clearly that scholarship is embroiled in the major political disputes of its day. The next chapter will provide a contemporary context where we will see scholars explicitly airing their political views. These first two chapters will be the foundation for the rest of the book because the subsequent chapters will then look at the more subtle ways in which politics and ideology continue to infiltrate New Testament and Christian origins scholarship.

Before we turn to a social history of New Testament and Christian origins scholarship, I will first look at a suitable model for analysing the role of politics and ideology among academics which will also form the basis for much of this book.


Manufacturing Consent: Christian Origins Scholarship in Context

Any group dominated by people with overarching similar interests will obviously have such interests reflected in its literary and rhetorical output. Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky showed this with reference to intellectuals and the mass media in their development of a “propaganda model.”2 The propaganda model shows that the press is not really an important tool of democracy and it is not really disagreeable, argumentative or subversive of political power, at least not in any significant sense. The function of the mass media is to provide support for the special interests that dominate the state and private activity. This is reflected in their choices, emphases, and omissions. It is the powerful who fix the assumptions of media discourse and decide what is allowed to be seen and heard, often with the support of academics. Disagreements reflect disagreements among the elites. Although individuals may hold very different views from the agenda of the mass media, these views will not be seriously reflected in the overall agenda or agendas. Fundamental dissent is largely missing from the press: it is more likely to be squeezed towards the back pages or left to some marginalized press. Censorship, then, effectively becomes self-censorship behind the rhetoric of free and open debate. Hence Herman and Chomsky borrow the loaded phrase “manufacturing consent.”

As this analysis is focused on the media, I will apply and modify it in the next chapter on biblical scholars as bloggers. However, Herman and Chomsky’s work is obviously applicable to a variety of areas, including scholarship, particularly as it analyses how dominant groups control the presentation of data. I have tried to do this elsewhere with reference to gospel scholarship and I have also analysed the ways in which the results of New Testament scholarship reflect the interests and ideology of the dominant participating groups.3 Moreover, while Chomsky’s work may have focused most heavily on the elite media, he has also shown that propagandistic tendencies are present in intellectual scholarship, even if those tendencies are more difficult to find.4

For example, echoing Gramsci on intellectuals as “experts in legitimation,”5 Chomsky looks at the ways in which respectable scholarship either serves the needs of elite culture or avoids anything too critical of elite culture. Universities are dependent not just on tuition money but also on outside funding such as wealthy alumni, corporations, and the government, groups, in other words, with similar basic interests (see further Chapters 3, 4 and 5). Consequently, if universities stop serving such interests, there will be trouble. Chomsky is, of course, aware that things are not that simple and he does note that dissidents can be found but ultimately the problematic figures will be weeded out or made to conform. Chomsky regularly points to the contrast with the hard sciences. Basic scientific knowledge prevents scientists doing outdated science because scientific progress has been too great. This, Chomsky argues, is “very different from the social sciences and the humanities – you can tell falsehoods forever in those fields and nothing will ever stop you, like you don’t have Mother Nature around keeping you honest.”6

If there are going to be significant challenges to the political and economic system, there will likely be an attempt at marginalization, as seen in cruder forms such as purges in 1950s USA.7 Chomsky gives explicit examples of academics told straight out not to publish on certain topics but the methods of control are more subtle and closely related to the subtle means of control in the propaganda model. The control of power can be done by denying or ignoring basic facts and by setting the agenda so that certain positions are “obviously” off-limits. Chomsky famously showed this in American Power and the New Mandarins, illustrating the ways in which academic historical analysis repeated the dominant liberal or anti-anarchist discourse when discussing the Spanish Civil War or how elite opinion in the US on foreign policy in South-East Asia was unquestioningly repeated by leading analysts.8

One major example is the early career of Norman Finkelstein – a perennial example of how the education system has functioned to exclude certain views – and his demolishment of Joan Peters’ fraudulent and now infamous book, From Time Immemorial. Peters claimed, with the usual social scientific and scholarly paraphernalia, that Palestinians were in fact recent immigrants to the Jewish settled areas of former Palestine with the implication that there were really no Palestinians. The book got masses of positive reviews in the US where the issue of Israel/Palestine is particularly sensitive. However, Finkelstein noted that it was full of fraudulent detail and wrote an article demonstrating this. Yet after sending it off for publication no one bothered responding and it ended up in an obscure left wing journal.

Finkelstein was ostracized at Princeton and could get no support for his career. Finkelstein then followed up the details of Peters’ book and found an exceptionally high level of fraudulent detail. Yet still he was being told not to bother following it up and continued to struggle to get the thesis published. When he finally did manage to get the book published, Chomsky sent it to major non-American journals, notably in the UK and in Israel. Though Finkelstein’s work was not referenced, it did influence several such reviews which demolished Peters’ book. As these non-American reviews were read by American academics, there was lots of scholarly backtracking.9 Of course, since then we could go on to further mistreatments of Finkelstein, with de Paul’s intellectually absurd but ideologically obvious denial of tenure to Finkelstein merely being the latest episode.

In terms of academia, Chomsky is scathing of certain academics presented as radical, particularly certain views associated with Marxist theory and strands of postmodernism. Marxism and Freudianism can be deemed intellectual fakery because they function as theology or organized religion, coming close to acting as if the figurehead is some kind of god who got virtually everything right. Instead, Chomsky argues, people should be asking which parts of say, Marx, are worth preserving and discussing further.10 But as for areas of Marxism such as “dialectics,” Chomsky says he simply does not understand them and suggests that overly complex intellectual language has more to do with creating an intellectual niche to preserve intellectual power. As Chomsky puts it more bitterly: “when words like ‘dialectics’ come along, or ‘hermeneutics,’ and all that stuff that is supposed to be profound, like Goering, ‘I reach for my revolver.’”

Unsurprisingly, then, Chomsky is scathing of some leading postmodernist thinkers. He claims that when he reads Derrida, or Lacan, or Althusser, “I just don’t understand it. It’s like words passing in front of my eyes: I can’t follow the arguments, I don’t see the arguments, anything that looks like a description of a fact looks wrong to me… I think it’s all fraud.”11 Intriguingly, Chomsky (who is extremely critical of the French intellectual scene) says of Lacan that he was a “conscious charlatan, and was simply playing games with the Paris intellectual community to see how much absurdity he could produce and still be taken seriously. I mean that quite literally. I knew him.”12

Chomsky is partly hostile because he views such “radical” scholarship as a betrayal of popular movements and functioning as a kind of intellectual vanguard, hence the attraction of Leninism to many academics. Whatever we make of Chomsky’s critique – and it would be very interesting to know how many sympathetic academics there are out there! – it should be noted that Chomsky adds an important function of unnecessarily complex “radical” scholarship for our present purposes: the higher education system can “get people to sell out even while they think they’re doing exactly the right thing.” It is possible to enter academia and be radical as long as the questions are framed correctly in order not to ask the right questions. The scholar may feel like they are not selling out by acting as, for instance, a Marxist economist, but in reality the individual has been neutralized.13

An analysis of the political control of higher education that complements Chomsky’s analysis was developed by Edward Said and is particularly important because Said’s critique of scholarship has regularly involved social-scientific study of the Middle East and Israel, areas of direct significance for the study of Christian origins and issues in contemporary Anglo-American foreign policy. As Said famously argued, the development of “Orientalism” was a way of studying Arabs, Asians or any kind of “other” as different, exotic, inferior, undemocratic, backward and so on, was tied in with Western imperialistic ambitions, from the British through to the contemporary US. As we will see, whatever the faults of Said’s analysis, it is very clear that it has powerful explanatory force for analysing contemporary scholarship. Said also showed that Orientialism, which, as we will see, has a long history within biblical studies, is not “more biased than other social and humanistic science, it is simply as ideological and contaminated by the world as other disciplines.”14 Moreover, Said also showed that Orientalism – applicable to other culturally dominant motifs – is both implicit and explicit in all aspects of the culture studied, from film and advertising to politics and academia. In terms of the scholarship on Christian origins we may not always find explicit reference to the various themes to be discussed in this book but we should not be surprised if scholarly themes echo major themes elsewhere in contemporary culture.

These kinds of analyses have continued up to the present, including the present “war on terror.” As Derek Gregory has shown, US centred colonialism is not simply reproduced though geopolitics, geoeconomics, foreign policy, corporate demands and so on but, crucially for present purposes, also through “mundane cultural forms and cultural practices that mark other people as irredeemably ‘Other’ and that licence the unleashing of exemplary violence against them…these imaginative geographies lodge many more of us in the same architectures of enmity.” Gregory aptly adds that we should not allow the “spectacular violence” of recent times “to blind us to the banality of the colonial present and to our complicity in its horrors.”15 In a volume Gregory co-edited on “violent geographies,” intellectual thought associated with specific “culture areas” and the “war on terror” are analysed in some depth.16 This issue and that of imagined geographies will become important in Part II when we look at the ways the Mediterranean is used as a “culture area” in the anthropological study of Christian origins yet strangely merges into the “Middle East,” accompanied by some outrageous stereotypes of “the Arab” and language also used in the Anglo-American political media right up to and including the “war on terror.”

As the study of Christian origins does not always discuss explicitly the various key issues, it is necessary to infer or deduce such issues from context and see how similar trends and themes are found in what may seem to be different cultural contexts. This may mean in some cases – though certainly not all – that the study of Christian origins will produce watered-down versions of colonial trends and themes but they are, I hope to show, clear enough. This should be no surprise either as biblical studies is as every bit embedded in the cultural-political trends of its day as any other aspect of contemporary culture.

In objection to this, it might be countered that a great deal of recent scholarship has been dedicated to showing the radical nature of Christian origins and the New Testament. Jesus was a social revolutionary, Jesus and Paul challenged the power of the Roman Empire, Jesus did not like economic exploitation and neither should we, and so on. N. T. Wright even claims (wildly, it has to be said) that “in the real world…the tyrants and bullies (including intellectual and cultural tyrants and bullies) try to rule by force, only to discover that in order do so they have to quash all rumours of resurrection, rumours that would imply that their greatest weapons, death and deconstruction, are not after all omnipotent.”17

One response to all this might legitimately be: so what? For a start, Hollywood has plenty of challenges to imperialism of the British or Roman variety. But even the radical Jesus or Paul or even Christian origins in general are hardly going to function as a major challenge to contemporary power structures. If everybody became active liberation theologians in Latin America or did a Schweitzer and went off and followed their results, then there might be a problem. But more often than not debates over early Christian radicals end up as an internal scholarly debate. Burton Mack’s Jesus or Crossan’s Jesus has only managed to wind up scholars and laity from different intellectual or theological persuasions or perhaps the odd media or church figure while N. T. Wright’s Jesus has only managed to wind up people like me or some of the weird internet atheists. And, besides, how threatening really is a stress on resurrection? Maybe I am either naïve or cynical but I cannot see too many forceful tyrants and bullies of this world that Wright has criticized being remotely interested in issues of resurrection.

At best, some reconstructions of Jesus or Paul or a gospel writer (e.g. as social critics, proto-Marxists, opponents of the Iraq war etc.) can get ridiculed, rightly or wrongly, for being too anachronistic. None of this is the stuff anyone in a position of serious power would want to actually ban and has had minimal social impact beyond academia, at least in “the West.” The façade of “radical” can be maintained but, as Chomsky pointed out, scholarship is effectively neutralized and prevented from having any serious insight into the ways in which power works.18 To use a slightly exaggerated analogy, as Paul Weller is reported to have said of rock and pop music, if it really was such a threat to the establishment “they would have banned it years ago.”19

One related example of this process in action involves people self-described as coming in from a position of relative radicalism yet peddling results congenial to Anglo-American hegemony involves the Context Group. For example, Bruce Malina reviews the origins of Context Group-style approaches to the New Testament in a dedication to John Elliott:



Jack Elliott takes pride in his career of liberal activism. In the 1960s, he protested the Vietnam War and marched in Selma, Alabama. Finding that he shared intellectual interests with a number of protesters – many of them from Berkeley – Elliott met with them off the streets to explore the intersection of politics and theology. They called themselves the Bay Area Seminar for Theology and Related Disciplines – BASTARDs. Searching for new theological perspectives to deal with the political situation, he began reading widely in sociology and political science. He asked many of the same questions as the liberation theologians active at the time, but he found that they were not systematic or rigorous enough in their analysis.20



The origins may be honourable but like many of that generation they have formed part of the establishment, particularly in Society of Biblical Literature circles. In turn, any troublesome radicalism gets filtered out, as perhaps the final sentence already implies (the genuinely dangerous radicals are, apparently, not sufficiently analytical). As we will see, the output of some prominent members of the Context Group has reproduced some of the most outrageous yet ideologically convenient stereotypes about Arabs and the Middle East (see Chapter 4). Additionally, Elliott has produced a major article on the term “Jew” and alternative translations relating to land and the land of Israel accompanied by explicit awareness of contemporary political ramifications, with concern for Palestinian claims being the conspicuous exception.21



Confessional Context of Christian Origins Scholarship


Strictly speaking Wycliffe Hall is a permanent private hall of the University of Oxford, rather than a full college. But the difference is pretty academic. Wycliffe has control over its admissions policy and those who graduate do so with a full Oxford University degree. Which is why the thought that Wycliffe has been taken over by Christian fundamentalists is ruffling senior common room feathers all over the university. For having a cell of religious extremists succeed in claiming one of its precious institutions does little to enhance Oxford’s reputation. But can disgruntled dons do much about it? After all, Oxford was founded as a Christian institution and, for good or ill, Christianity is built into its DNA. Dominus Illuminatio Mea – the Lord is my light – is the university motto. It has a university church and university sermons; the colleges have chapels and chaplains. It’s hardly a secular institution.

Giles Fraser22


New Testament and related studies have another crucial aspect which must be added to the Chomksy-Said approach. Such studies are heavily populated by Christian scholars who revere their sacred scriptures and have their own particular agendas. Maurice Casey has estimated that ninety per cent or more of applicants to the premier scholarly New Testament society, Studiorum Novi Testamenti Societas, are Protestant Christians.23Elsewhere I have pointed out that academic conferences have been known to open with prayers and pious praise – hardly the hallmark of secular academia – while much New Testament scholarship has one eye on contemporary Christian relevance, warnings about the potential dangers of certain approaches (e.g. social-scientific), and even learned arguments explaining how stories like the bodily resurrection of Jesus really did happen.24

Additionally, we might note that throughout the world there are countless theological and Bible colleges where New Testament studies is practised, providing a constant stream of academic and semi-academic posts for Christian scholars. In many cases, there is an additional party line at the colleges which openly restricts academic debate, and not simply involving the general Catholic and Protestant divide. At numerous colleges, academics cannot believe that Jesus was not God, that the “New Perspective” on Paul might be correct, that Paul did not write all the letters attributed to him, that homosexuality is acceptable, that the bodily resurrection of Jesus did not happen (as Gerd Lüdemann would unfortunately find out) and so on. Recently, Wycliffe Hall, Oxford, has been involved in some well publicized controversies over theological intimidation leading to resignations, with issues involving the usual church favourites: women and gays.25 Of course, these colleges are usually designed to train people for church ministry but, whether we like it or not, it is simply a blunt fact that scholars from seminaries and Bible colleges make up a significant proportion of New Testament scholars.

There is an uneasy overlap with the universities too. The German university system contains Protestant and Catholic faculties for the academic study of theology. In the UK, the old theological colleges which gained university status in the 1990s are struggling to deal with the tensions between the ideal of openness in universities and their theological foundations, illustrated by Canterbury Christ Church’s ban on civil ceremonies for gay couples on its campus due to “the ethos of the institution.”26 One of the most prominent biblical studies libraries and institutions in the world is the evangelical centre, Tyndale House. Tyndale House is not simply the equivalent of a seminary or Bible college because it includes joint appointments with the University of Cambridge, effectively guaranteeing an evangelical presence at a major university (imagine the uproar if the Humanist Society created a joint position with a major university!). Indeed, in a recent interview, the new warden of Tyndale House, Peter Williams, has suggested the possibility of “setting up more University appointments, not just in Cambridge, but also in other Universities in the UK.” Williams, who had previously lectured in New Testament studies at the University of Aberdeen, has an unapologetic, hard evangelical line on university scholarship:



I’d like to see confessional scholarship clearly outstripping non-confessional scholarship in its quality and rigor... All Christians in the academy must see themselves as serving the church and must make themselves accountable to the church. I don’t think this means that all their writing should be aimed at typical church audiences. Ultimately we should aim for all the academy to become church! 27 (My italics.)



While the academy may not become evangelical overnight, the idea of a confessional discipline is a very real possibility. This is a notable point because such a theocratic notion of scholarship could not be done by law but it could be done by the kinds of mechanisms of the propaganda model whereby the interests of the group controlling knowledge, unconsciously or (as it would be in this case) consciously, manipulate the agenda.

Before we continue, let me make this absolutely clear so that I (hopefully) do not get misunderstood, as I often have been on issues relating to secularism in the discipline: I am not criticizing scholars for being Christian and I am not saying Christian scholars are somehow less intelligent or produce worse scholarship than non-Christian scholars. Issues of whether Christians or non-believers produce “better” scholarship hold absolutely no interest for me at present and are probably impossible issues to judge anyway. What does interest me is the brute fact that most scholars are Christian and that this will almost inevitably be reflected in the results of scholarship. If the majority of scholars in New Testament studies were, for instance, militant atheists then it would not be surprising to see their agendas filtering through. The day the discipline becomes overwhelmingly atheist, and assuming for one moment that I am not long dead if/when that day comes, I will happily analyse the results of the discipline. But if we really want to see why the results of scholarship are as they are, it makes sense to go for those who dominate a given discipline.28

This means that the propaganda model needs a slight tweaking when applied to the scholarship of Christian origins: it is not simply broader political and economic agendas that will be reflected in the rhetoric of the discipline. Religious agendas will be central and it will be no surprise that disputes will be disputes among Christian intellectuals with other non-Christian or non-confessional disputes largely put to one side.29 As I argued elsewhere with reference to the study of the historical Jesus:



As it stands presently NT scholarship will always get largely Christian results, be they the nineteenth century liberal lives of Jesus, the Bultmannian dominated neo-Lutheranism, or the results of smaller sub groups such as the social reformer/critic Cynic [-style] Jesus associated with the Jesus Seminar: all different but all recognisably Christian.30



Additionally, some of the perceived non-Christian views have been conspicuously ignored in the history of the discipline. A great deal of social-scientific scholarship not only defends itself against allegations that it is not ‘reductionist’ (despite virtually no-one actually reducing the texts to purely “social forces”) and against the potential “dangers” of atheistic intellectual roots, but has also had a history of showing its theological usefulness in New Testament scholarship.31

I have elsewhere applied Herman and Chomsky’s propaganda model to a less honourable and overtly “religious” theme, namely the Christology of Mark’s gospel. Christology is an obviously useful area to analyse Christian scholarly agendas because the figure of Christ is, naturally, central to Christian distinctiveness, including distinctiveness over against Judaism. In Mark’s gospel there are no explicit narrative indications that ought to be read as constructing Christology over against Judaism like the sort that could be read in John’s gospel (e.g. Jn 5:16-18; 10:22-39) and there are no explicit narrative indications that it ought to be read as constructing an overtly Jewish identity like the sort that could be read in Matthew’s gospel (e.g. Matthew 5–7). Yet much of Markan scholarship virtually assumes that Mark’s Christology is significantly different from anything found in Judaism but, as I argued with reference to several of the key topics (e.g. “son of man,” “son of God,” “divinity,” and so on), this can only be argued if contemporary Jewish evidence is ignored. What this shows is that the dominance of Christians in the discipline of New Testament studies fills the gaps and constructs a conveniently non-Jewish Christ of faith.

We might couple this with comments made by other scholars that are easily adaptable to the propaganda model as I previously have used it. Maurice Casey has regularly critiqued the ideological make-up of the discipline and the ways in which ideology dictates the results of scholarship. Among many other examples, Casey has argued that there have been constant attempts to show that Jesus and/or early Christians did not make mistaken predictions about end times, pointing out some elaborate and hugely unconvincing theories to deny the obvious. Casey also points out that there have been wide-ranging attempts to make the polemic against “the Jews” in John’s gospel mean something other than a polemic against Jewish people as a distinct group which in turn ensures John’s gospel is not implicated in the evils done to Jews over the centuries.32 Notably, on this emotive issue for those who revere the New Testament, Casey – a prominent scholar writing for a prominent publisher – has been largely ignored, not even gaining a mention in a book of over 600 pages on anti-Judaism in John’s gospel!33

Such approaches have long been anticipated in feminist scholarship. It is now well established that a traditionally male dominated discipline has, almost by definition, excluded histories and stories of women in Christian origins or biblical texts. While far from perfect, things are certainly different now compared to what they were in the 1960s, with countless studies on women in the Bible or the ancient contexts. However, one aspect of feminist critique has been, more predictably, relatively ignored given the Christianized nature of the discipline: the critique of the validity of the biblical texts to say anything useful for contemporary life and the role of contemporary women.34 Yet, relatively ignored by the mainstream though it may have been, this strand of feminist thought has opened the door for the equally marginalized critique of the religious dominance of the discipline. Perhaps the most famous example of this is the work of Elizabeth Cady Stanton and the publication of The Woman’s Bible at the end of the nineteenth century which included criticisms of biblical texts, looking at the way they can encourage social control and manipulation of women.35 Only in a qualified way (i.e. the Bible must remain relevant in some sense even if it has wrongly been used to control and manipulate) can such critiques become part of the mainstream.36 Needless to say, a view which takes the Bible as wholly irrelevant and outdated is not going to endear itself to the mainstream of biblical studies. Rightly or wrongly (I make no judgment on the relevance of the Bible), it is hardly going too far to suggest that the present Christian dominance of the discipline means that approaches grounded in criticizing the context of their sacred text are not going to dominate scholarly agendas.

This brief survey should, hopefully, have shown beyond doubt that we must factor in religious agendas into any study of New Testament and Christian origins scholarship in historical and political contexts, not least the tendency toward a kind of theocratic model of scholarship.



The Dominance and Influence of Pre-war German New Testament Scholarship

Probably the one area where it is undeniable that scholarship has been influenced by cultural and political contexts involves the nineteenth-century liberal lives of Jesus, famously demolished by Albert Schweitzer at the turn of the twentieth century. It is worth noting that even Schweitzer himself, aided and abetted by his reconstruction of Jesus as an apocalyptic preacher of imminent end times, was far from immune from the influence of cultural context. As Ward Blanton has shown, Schweitzer’s views on the apocalyptic Jesus and mysticism in Paul strongly reflect his philosophical background and a reaction to modernity.37

To the well-worn narrative of the liberal lives of Jesus in nineteenth-century scholarship we should add some recent developments on the impact of nineteenth-century debates about nationalism on the historical study of Christian origins. Here I will summarize two important recent studies by Halvor Moxnes and Todd Penner. Moxnes shows how Schleiermacher’s interest in the historical Jesus involved writing a biography, a popular form in nineteenth-century bourgeois German circles, and the description of ideal figures who incorporated the values of society, values that were distinct from the more traditional power structures; in other words, the biographies of “Great Men.” In particular Schleiermacher saw the individual in relation to people, land and nation, and, in terms of the study of the historical Jesus, to write the life of Jesus as a biography was to write it by using categories carrying meanings within an “imagined” German land, people and nation. Jesus represented a particularly great type of person who had influence over “all peoples and all ages,” and so his relations to people, land and nation served as an ideal. Moxnes makes the more general and significant point that historical Jesus studies emerged at the same time as the growth of nationalism in Europe.38 Anyone who has read Renan will notice the importance of Moxnes’ claim here.

Todd Penner has shown how debates over Hellenistic Judaism, Palestinian Judaism and early Christianity are grounded in eighteenth-and nineteenth-century discussions of “the Jewish problem,” and how to accommodate Jews and Judaism in the European model of the nation state or empire. Such discussions included major philological debates about how the language of a particular people is tied in with the essence of a nation. Such debates, which provide a convenient category with which to differentiate Christianity from Judaism while preserving its “purity” from the wider pagan world, are so embedded in the study of Christian origins and the New Testament that they continue to this day, peaking at the major reference point, Martin Hengel’s Judaism and Hellenism.39

Another major historical and political issue affecting the study of Christian origins in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, and particularly in German liberal Protestant scholarship, was the dispute with the developing labour movement. 40 This should be no surprise. Marx and Engels had been establishing themselves as among the most influential thinkers of the nineteenth century while Karl Kautsky, the leading intellectual figure of the German Social Democratic Party, picked up the mantle for the next generation of Marx’s followers. To blur the categories of religion, academic thought, and broader historical change, not only had Marx written on religion but Engels and Kautsky had written significant works on Christian origins.41 The most significant development in this context was the Lutheran Evangelisch-sozialer Kongress in 1890 which included major scholars of Christian origins such as Adolf Deissmann and Adolf von Harnack.42 One of the key functions of the Kongress was to stem the tide of support among the working classes for the Marxist Social Democratic Party, itself including major thinkers such as Kautsky. The plan included the development of a Lutheran social gospel for the masses, an idea reflected in speeches such as that given by Deissmann in Dessau, 1908, “Das Urchristentum und die unteren Schichten” (“Primitive Christianity and the Lower Classes”). Not only did this include attacks on Marxist figures such as Kautsky but the speech also strongly emphasized that Christianity must not be understood as a revolutionary proletarian movement aiming to restructure society. We also find such concerns reflected in Deissmann’s scholarly work. Not only do Kautsky and Kalthoff come in for a harsh dismissal,43 but Deissmann also argued that Christianity had its origins, to an extent, among the lower classes and writes some heavily romanticizing words on the subject.44

But there was, of course, another major development about to take place at this time: German nationalism would start feeding into German fascism and the rise of Hitler. It is becoming increasingly well known that parts of German New Testament scholarship were heavily influenced by outright fascism and antisemitism.45 Probably the most famous example is Walter Grundmann, a member of the Nazi party and a supporting member of the SS, who pushed for an Aryan Jesus. Another highly prominent example is Gerhard Kittel who edited the still standard Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (TDNT), alongside writing the antisemitic pamphlet, Die Judenfrage (“The Jewish Question”), and writing for the official Nazi publication Forschungen zur Judenfrage (“Researches into the Jewish Question”).46

The TDNT included several entries by Nazi scholars, most striking perhaps being K. G. Kuhn.47 Kuhn joined the Nazi party in 1932 and developed research on “the Jewish question.” In 1939, Kuhn wrote on “the Jewish question” as a problem for world history, which includes arguments such as Jew-hatred being ancient and arising from Judaism itself and chillingly ending with a hope that the Führer would finally solve the Jewish question.48 As it happens, he also wrote a very faulty article in 1938 on terms relating to “Jew” (‘Ιουδαȋος) in the TDNT and made the argument that even Jews did not like the term “Jew” (but cf. 2 Macc. 1:1!).49 Ironically, for all the rejection of the Nazi past in New Testament scholarship in the previous 20 years and for all the emphasis on Jesus’ “Jewishness,” Kuhn’s article still gets used uncritically and naively by major professors, without any consideration given to its ideologically skewed results.50

The stark example of fascism also shows how deeply embedded scholarship is in its broader cultural context, not least by showing how seemingly different areas of life are susceptible to the same kinds of influences. In a 2007 paper delivered at the European Association of Biblical Studies/International Society of Biblical Literature conference in Vienna, Hugh Pyper showed how cultural and political trends influenced the handling of Bruckner’s symphonies.51 Students revised Bruckner’s symphonies in order to find the “authentic” version of the symphony, with Jewish elements removed. This quest for true origins reflects the kinds of things happening in biblical studies at the time, when form and source criticism were being vigorously developed with their own particular attempts to rid the “pure” form of biblical texts of any disagreeable (often Jewish) elements.

As I have argued elsewhere, it is in this context of antisemitic and anti-Jewish scholarship that we can partly explain why that ultimate quest for pure origins, “form criticism,” developed in Germany, and was dominant for much of the twentieth century. Form criticism’s failure to provide any serious social history and social context, despite its claims to analyse the “setting in life,” meant that avoiding everyday Jewish contexts in the study of Christian origins suited the needs of German Christians and intellectuals.52 Similarly, Maurice Casey has argued that form criticism’s increasing shift away from the historical figure of Jesus toward the faith of the Church met the needs of German Christianity, and effectively ensured “that out from under the synoptic Gospels there could never crawl a Jewish man.”53 This quest for “pure” forms of belief is very precisely paralleled in the musical traditions analysed by Pyper, giving us a very good example of how scholarship, despite much rhetoric to the contrary, is no less liable to be tainted by cultural trends than any other cultural practice.

It is important to note how wide ranging the problem of antisemitism was in twentieth-century New Testament scholarship. Its influence can be found among scholars who were not Nazis and opponents of the Nazis. Much of Rudolf Bultmann’s work, including work well beyond World War II, is riddled with ideas about Judaism being an inferior religion. In the 1960s, Ernst Käsemann was claiming that Paul was firing at “the hidden Jew in all of us, at the man who validates rights and demands over against God on the basis of God’s past dealings with him and to this extent is serving not God but an illusion.”54 It was only with the work of E. P. Sanders and Geza Vermes in the 1970s that the depth of anti-Jewish and antisemitic views finally hit home, the reasons for which we will see in Part III.



The Cold War

While the Jewish social context of Christian origins was partly avoided due to anti-Jewish and antisemitic influence in mainstream New Testament scholarship, particularly the then powerful influence of German scholarship, there was another reason for the long-term decline of social history in the historical study of Christian origins: the Cold War. We have already seen the early twentieth-century disputes over the social context of Christian origins but by the 1930s social history and context had effectively dried up, with the “Chicago School” and the works of Shirley Jackson Case and F. C. Grant at the tail end of such scholarship. It was not until the 1970s that social history and social-scientific scholarship re-emerged in the study of the New Testament and Christian origins, with only rare exceptions in the interim.55

This gap is doubly puzzling when we look at what was happening in the study of history outside the study of Christian origins and New Testament studies in the mid-twentieth century. In France, the Annales school, peaking in the work of Braudel, was pioneering interdisciplinary approaches to history while the British Marxist historians (e.g. E. P. Thompson, Eric Hobsbawm, Rodney Hilton, Christopher Hill etc.) were also developing different approaches to social history, including “history from below.” There were certainly Marxist analyses of Christian origins, including work by Friedrich Engels and Karl Kautsky, not to mention a strange tradition of work from behind the Iron Curtain, but this never came close to being accepted in the mainstream of New Testament studies.56

The reason for the absence of social history and social sciences in New Testament studies was due to the association with Marxism. Marxism was associated with atheism and atheistic Soviet Russia and this was not the kind of ideology that was compatible with the worldviews of Christian scholars (not to mention any thoughtful human being). Moreover, social sciences were being equated with Marxism as was (wrongly) the Annales school. It is little surprise that social sciences and social history were avoided in mid-twentieth century New Testament scholarship. Indeed, there are plenty of examples of hostility towards Marxism in New Testament scholarship, though sometimes the threat is more imaginary than real. For example, in the middle of a book on the historical Jesus, Günther Bornkamm presented what might seem to many of us an unusual parallel between Jesus and the Bolsheviks:



these revolutionaries, when they wanted to claim Jesus as an ally in the struggle for a new world or social order, have had to learn again and again that they could not rely long on this ally, and that the kingdom of God which he proclaimed would not square with their own expectation. It is, therefore, not surprising that today this alliance, often enough attempted in revolutionary movements in the West, has apparently been definitely renounced, and that this completely secularised Marxist doctrine of salvation has replaced that of Jesus.57



Additionally, Bornkamm wrote an Appendix on the interpretation of the Sermon on the Mount and most of its space is given to dealing with Marxist interpretations, described as a “frequently horrible and grotesque misrepresentation of Jesus’ person and message.”58 Little surprise then, that in the 1970s Gerd Theissen, who pioneered social-scientific approaches to Christian origins, still had to defend himself against allegations of “Marxism.”59

Yet, clearly, Theissen could still pioneer social-scientific approaches in the 1970s. As it happens, the 1960s saw an end to the avoidance of social history and social-scientific approaches to Christian origins. The standard reasons given for this change of attitude include the influence of protest movements in the 1960s, the expansion of sociology in higher education, declining church attendance numbers, perception of secularization, and decolonialization. I would add that it is also significant that an explicitly non-Marxist social history was gaining prominence (particularly the work of Keith Thomas) alongside translations of Weber into English and developments in West German historiography, notably shifts away from the Nazi cult of the individual towards trends and themes. In Part II I will give further reasons for the shift towards social sciences, in particular anthropology, in New Testament and Christian origins scholarship, involving a new demonized “other” in Anglo-American thought: the Arab and/or the Muslim.



Conclusion

What I have hopefully shown in this chapter is that Christian origins scholarship has been deeply embedded in the social, cultural, economic, and political views of its time. The influence of nationalism, fascism, communism/anticommunism, and the social upheavals of the 1960s on Christian origins scholarship are clear in individual analyses but collectively make a powerful case for the ideologically and culturally contaminated nature of Christian origins scholarship. I should qualify this by saying that this is not to reduce scholarship merely to wider trends. In many cases it should be observed that I have made little judgment on whether the arguments are right or wrong (though I will). All I am saying for now is that various trends influence the way scholarly arguments are framed and debated. That does not make the results of arguments necessarily right or wrong.
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