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The effects of "The Jesus Seminar" on Scripture interpretation
By Fr. (Dr.) Joseph Aymanathil, s.d.b.
"Do not be carried away by all kinds of strange teachings" (Hebrews 13:9a)

"But there are some who are disturbing you and wish to pervert the gospel of Christ. But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach to you a gospel other than the one that we preached to you, let that one be accursed!" (Galatians 1: 7b-8).
Overview:

This article concerns a new form of heresy that is very much active and is well propagated by the learned of today who command authority to teach and pose as a new Magisterium. No one easily suspects the strange teachings they offer because they are scholars, professors, psychologists and the like who are much sought after for lectures. This group, known as "The Jesus Seminar", that is at the root of a set of strange teachings, attempts to offer us a totally human Jesus. They are the preachers of the "Human Messiah" that "the wise and the learned" (Luke 10: 21) want to promote. 
In the course of this article, we will dwell briefly on the main teachings of this group, "The Jesus Seminar".   

The Human Jesus created by "The Jesus Seminar"
The version of Jesus they offer us has no power to work miracles; he is not a prophet, nor is he capable of forgiving our sins; he is not the one who offered himself in sacrifice for our sins, rose again from the dead and not the one either, who is present in the Holy Eucharist. Why! Because they say he was just a human being; not even his parables are original.   

If we occasionally hear from some so-called scholars that Jesus never worked miracles, never prophesied anything, that he never rose from the dead and so on, do not be taken aback because these strange doctrines have been around since some time, quite actively with renewed strength from 1985 when "The Jesus Seminar" was founded by a group of intellectuals led by Mr. Robert Funk. If even the well-known miracles done by Jesus are explained away as natural phenomena or just human gestures, one should not be surprised. If we chance to hear from certain preachers too a similar explanation, it’s the effect of this so-called '‘scholarly' exploration done on Jesus; for example they say, Jesus never walked on the water or he never multiplied the loaves and fishes as narrated in the Gospels. 

They explain the walking on the water this way, that is, when there was a lot of mist Jesus was standing close to the shore and the disciples thought that he was walking towards them. So also the fact of the multiplication of the loaves was a sharing of the bread brought by different persons at the insistence of Jesus; or, it is said that Jesus encouraged all the people to share the bread they had brought pointing out the example of the boy who had taken the first move of sharing his five barley loaves and two fish (Cf. The Jesus Seminar, web site: lavistachurchofchrist.org). Similarly, many other new and strange ideas are trickling down through certain "scholarly" people while preaching or conducting seminars. From where do these ideas come? Trace them back to one main source, "The Jesus Seminar".  
The Jesus Seminar was originally formed in 1985 under the sponsorship of the Westar Institute to "renew the quest of the historical Jesus". Thirty scholars participated in the first meeting and approximately 200 people now call themselves "fellows". The Seminar meets twice a year to debate technical papers that have been prepared and circulated in advance. Regarding the goal of this association we quote here the founder Mr. Funk’s own words, 

“We are about to embark on a momentous enterprise. We are going to inquire simply, rigorously after the voice of Jesus, after what he really said. In this process, we will be asking a question that borders the sacred, that even abuts blasphemy, for many in our society. As a consequence, the course we shall follow may prove hazardous. We may well provoke hostility. But we will set out, in spite of the dangers, because we are professionals and because the issue of Jesus is there to be faced, much as Mt. Everest confronts the team of climbers” (web site: allaboutreligion.org).       

As found in an article by Jimmy Williams, (The Jesus Seminar, Probe Ministries, Web site: leaderu.com), the initial two hundred has now dwindled to about seventy-four active members. They initially focused on the sayings of Jesus within the four canonical Gospels, as well as in the apocryphal Gospel called 'The Gospel according to St. Thomas', to determine the probability of his actually having said the things attributed to him. Each scholar offered his/her opinion on each 'Jesus' statement by voting with coloured beads each colour having a different meaning as indicated below: 
· Red: Jesus undoubtedly said this or something very like it. 

· Pink: Jesus probably or might have said something like this. 

· Gray: Jesus did not say this, but the ideas are close to his own. 

· Black: Jesus did not say this; it represents a later tradition. 

Their voting conclusions: Over 80% of the statements attributed to Jesus in the Gospels are, by voting consensus, either grey or black. This means that only 20% of Jesus' statements are likely to have been spoken by him. The other 80% are most assuredly, they say, unlikely to have ever been uttered by Jesus. 
The Jesus Seminar, bases itself on the rational naturalistic world view which categorically denies the supernatural. Therefore they say one must be wary of the following in the Gospels: 

1. Prophetic statements. Predictions by Jesus of such things as the destruction of the Temple, or of Jerusalem, or his own resurrection are later literary additions or interpolations. How do we know this? Because no one can predict the future. So they MUST have been added later by zealous followers. 

2. Miracles. Since miracles are not possible, every recorded miracle in the Gospels must be a later elaboration by an admiring disciple or follower, or must be explained on the basis of some physical or natural cause (i.e., the Feeding of the 5,000: Jesus gave the signal, and all those present reached beneath their cloaks, pulled out their own 'sack lunches', and ate together!). 

3. Claims of Jesus. Christ claimed to be God, Saviour, Messiah, Judge, Forgiver of sin, sacrificial Lamb of God, etc. All of these, say these self-proclaimed scholars, are the later work of his devoted followers. The historical Jesus never claimed these things for himself, as Funk infers in his statements. Reality isn’t like this. It couldn’t be true. 

Their view on Jesus’ life 

According to them, he was born in Nazareth, not in Bethlehem during the reign of Herod the Great. His mother’s name was Mary, and he had a human father whose name may not have been Joseph. Jesus was an itinerant sage who shared meals with social outcasts. 

Jesus practiced healing without the use of ancient medicine or magic, relieving afflictions we now consider psychosomatic. He did not walk on water, feed the multitude with loaves and fishes, change water into wine or raise Lazarus from the dead. Jesus was arrested in Jerusalem and crucified by the Romans. He was executed as a public nuisance, not for claiming to be the Son of God. The empty tomb is a fiction – Jesus was not raised bodily from the dead. Belief in the resurrection is based on the visionary experiences of Paul, Peter and Mary Magdalene. 

Their view of Jesus is clearly a heretical view that Jesus had only one nature, that is, the human nature, a heresy known as Ebionism. The Ebionites were Christians of Jewish background who did not believe that Jesus was the Son of God. They were the ones who wanted to impose Jewish customs and the Law of Moses on the new Christians in Paul’s time (Christological Heresies, web site: fromdeathtolife.org). 

Their influence is far-reaching

There influence is felt very much today. A Methodist preacher once explained the feeding of the 5000 as the other people being shamed by the sharing of the young boy with the five loaves and two fish so that they brought out their own food to share with others. It was the sharing, he said, that was the true miracle! (The Jesus Seminar, web site: lavistachurchofchrist.org).
Regarding prayer Robert Funk’s thesis has influenced some people as well. In 1998, he published “The Coming Radical Reformation: Twenty-one Theses" in his organization's newsletter and stated among many other beliefs of his, "Prayer is meaningless when understood as requests addressed to an external God for favour or forgiveness and meaningless if God does not interfere with the laws of nature". (Cf. The Truth of Christ vs. The "Jesus Seminar", Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools... Web site: hymnsite.com).   

This theory of prayer has some takers at least among psychologists and their disciples who dismissed the Rosary too as a useless prayer. They say that vocal prayer is a poor quality of prayer and discourages others from praying vocally.  This belief can be traced back to California where "The Jesus Seminar" is based at Santa Rosa. Its official web site is at westarinstitute.org. 

There are psychologists from India too who have been there and have come back to preach a different Jesus with a total emphasis on the human person of Jesus. The courses they conduct spend a lot of time on the human Jesus, analysing all human gestures and even depicting Jesus as socialiser, drinking and eating happily in others’ company. After all, Jesus was called a glutton, they argue. But they fail to reason well and do not recall that Jesus was called by other names too, like 'possessed', 'Samaritan', and 'impostor' and so on. Similar ideas can be heard from other psychologists too who are engaged in conducting courses on formation and prayer. They are today, the new Magisterium substituting the official Church Magisterium and there are many takers for their new human teaching. 
St. Paul had warned about assessing Jesus in human terms, “From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us (2 Corinthians 5: 16 -19). 
Saul had first heard of Jesus only as a human being. But after his conversion, when he changed from the old Saul to the new Paul he understood the true revelation and knew that Jesus was the Son of God. That’s why he warned against the preaching of a different Gospel or different Jesus. Sadly, many will not know the real Jesus due to their own learning welling up from their hearts full of pride that blinds them from recognizing the Risen Jesus. May the Lord not abandon them to their folly and pride!

"Woe to you scholars of the law! For you have taken away the key of knowledge; you did not enter yourselves, and you hindered those who were entering" (Luke. 11:52).

Jesus’ condemnation of the scholars of the law in those days continues to reverberate even today against more sophisticated scholars of the Word of God who continue to set forth in dogmatic terms presumptions and insights on the sayings and deeds of Jesus who is the centre and fulfilment of the Sacred Scriptures. As we have pointed out,, it is this group called "The Jesus Seminar" that is the most radical and chief contributor of a number of false and damaging presumptions and assumptions that they have dogmatically declared. They concern such vital areas of our faith such as the Word of God spoken through Jesus, the institution of the Eucharist as his real presence and as a sacrifice to be continued through the ministry of priesthood, the bodily resurrection of Jesus and a few other matters of our faith.    

"The Jesus Seminar" vs. the Eucharist 

The testimony of St. Paul that he received it from the Lord is denied by "The Jesus Seminar". Its founder, Robert Funk, in his book “The acts of Jesus: the search for the authentic deeds of Jesus. Harper San Francisco, 1998 p. 139-140“  as quoted in Wikipedia, in its article “The Origin of the Eucharist“, states that the Last Supper climaxing in the institution of the Eucharist is not coming from Jesus but from Greek traditions. In the Wikipedia article, this view of Robert Funk has been quoted as follows, “On the one hand, writers associated with the Jesus Seminar say that the Lord’s supper seems to have had its origins in a pagan context, where dinners to memorialize the dead were common and the Jewish prohibition against drinking blood did not prevail; and that the rite that Paul describes probably originated in the Christian communities that he had founded in Asia Minor and Greece“. Another of several writers who have opposed “The Jesus Seminar“, Mr. William R. Farmer in his article, “Jesus Seminar critically examined: Robert Funk and the Jesus Seminar" (web site: jesusseminar.blogspot.com) also reports the same finding, “The question is from whom did Paul receive the traditions he passed on to the Corinthians? According to the Jesus Seminar, the Church’s Eucharist grows out of Hellenistic cultic practices in Asia Minor or Greece“. 

The proof of the Eucharist is undeniable because it is coming from the earliest New Testament writings, that is, Paul’s letters. His letter to the Corinthians makes the bold assertion that the teaching came directly from the Lord, "For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus, on the night he was handed over, took bread, and, after he had given thanks, broke it and said, 'This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me'. In the same way also the cup, after supper, saying, 'This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me'. For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the death of the Lord until he comes“ (1 Corinthians 11: 23-26). The teaching on the Eucharist was preceded by another important teaching that Paul received from the Lord or from the other apostles because he affirms it as the core of the Gospel and even gives a hint that he got it from Kephas (Peter) by his admission that Jesus appeared to Kephas, "For I handed on to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures; that he was buried; that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures; that he appeared to Kephas, then to the Twelve" (1 Corinthians 15: 3-5). It is quite possible that Paul got this teaching when he heard it from Peter in Jerusalem as mentioned in the letter to the Galatians, "Then after three years I went up to Jerusalem to confer with Kephas and remained with him for fifteen days" (Galatians 1:18). 
The Eucharist is not just a memorial service as some modern scholars and Jesus Seminar teachers are reported to have said because Paul is very clear in the same letter to the Corinthians, "Therefore whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord unworthily will have to answer for the body and blood of the Lord" (1 Corinthians 11:27). 

Great damage has been done by the Jesus Seminar teachers because gradually faith in the real presence of Jesus has been waning in some parts of the Church according to a writer, "Father Edward Brienz, a parish priest in Canton, Ohio, wondered if the resulting scepticism about Jesus’ miracles hasn’t contributed to the current lack of faith in his real presence in the Eucharist" (John Burger, Critics Turn Up the Heat on Jesus Seminar, web site: catholiceducation.org).

Besides the Eucharist, they also deny the resurrection of the Lord. Out of the 20 or so basic premises they have, this one that concerns the Resurrection of the Lord can be quoted:
"The resurrection of Jesus did not involve the resuscitation of a corpse. Jesus did not rise from the dead, except perhaps in some metaphorical sense. The meaning of the resurrection is that a few of his followers — probably no more than two or three — finally came to understand what he was all about. When the significance of his words and deeds dawned on them, they knew of no other terms in which to express their amazement than to claim that they had seen him alive" (Quote from Robert Funk’s book entitled The Coming Radical Reformation, by  Rev. Dr. Mark D. Roberts, in the article Unmasking the Jesus Seminar, web site: markdroberts.com). 

Robert Funk and his fellow scholars as found also deny God as one who created the world, who is a personal God. That fact that Jesus died for our sins too is denied by them. They cannot even see the point that we should pray to God for graces and all our needs. Even the Ten Commandments have no value for them. 
It sounds like New Age, as some of their tenets cited below claim:

· "The God of the metaphysical age is dead. There is not a personal god out there external to human beings and the material world. We must reckon with a deep crisis in god talk and replace it with talk about whether the universe has meaning and whether human life has purpose.

· The notion that God interferes with the order of nature from time to time in order to aid or punish is no longer credible, in spite of the fact that most people still believe it. Miracles are an affront to the justice and integrity of God, however understood. Miracles are conceivable only as the inexplicable; otherwise they contradict the regularity of the order of the physical universe.

· Prayer is meaningless when understood as requests addressed to an external God for favour or forgiveness and meaningless if God does not interfere with the laws of nature. Prayer as praise is a remnant of the age of kingship in the ancient Near East and is beneath the dignity of deity. Prayer should be understood principally as meditation — as listening rather than talking — and as attention to the needs of neighbour.

· The doctrine of the atonement—the claim that God killed his own son in order to satisfy his thirst for satisfaction — is sub-rational and sub-ethical. This monstrous doctrine is the stepchild of a primitive sacrificial system in which the gods had to be appeased by offering them some special gift, such as a child or an animal. 

· The Bible does not contain fixed, objective standards of behaviour that should govern human behaviour for all time. This includes the Ten Commandments as well as the admonitions of Jesus" (Ibid.).  

They attack the Gospels

Some of their main assumptions with which they attack the Gospels are:

· The authors of the four canonical Gospels are not Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, as traditionally believed. 

· None of these four Gospels were written before the fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. 

· Jesus’ original sayings are mostly modified through an oral tradition that preceded the written Gospels. Various people in the early church, including the Gospel writers themselves, felt free to invent sayings of Jesus that had little or no basis in what he actually taught. 

· If a saying can be applied to a later situation of the Christian society (for example persecutions) it could not have originated with Jesus. 

· The historicity of John’s gospel is extremely suspect. 

· Historical analysis cannot accept a supernatural explanation for an event. Therefore, Jesus’ words after his resurrection — like his earlier predictions about his death, resurrection, and return — cannot be authentic. 

· Jesus never explained his parables and similes. All concluding words of explanation, especially allegorical interpretations of parables and metaphors, are later inventions. 

· Jesus’ ‘I am’ sayings (found in St. John) and anything about his identity revealed by him cannot be accepted. 

· The burden of proof rests on any particular scholar who would claim authenticity for a particular saying of Jesus and not on the sceptic. The sceptic is free to question and reject any saying in the Gospel.  

The above-given assumptions are summarised from an article by (Cf. Craig L. Blomberg, Who does the Jesus Seminar really speak for? web site: christiananswers.net) who has quite well argued against the Jesus Seminar errors which as we can see, are extremely dangerous. Some of these errors keep on coming down to us from other scholars too.    

The Word of God diluted

They have published an edited version of the four Gospels and also the fifth known as the 'Gospel of Thomas' combined known as The Five Gospels (Scholars Version) published with following title:   

Robert W. Funk et al., The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus. New Translation and Commentary by Robert W. Funk, Roy W. Hoover, and the Jesus Seminar, New York: Macmillan, 1993.

In it they have made a critical analysis of the texts according to their own criteria and marked the verses in four colours to indicate the varying degrees of authenticity of the different verses:

· red: Jesus undoubtedly said this or something very like it 

· pink: Jesus probably said something like this 

· grey: Jesus did not say this, but the ideas contained in it are close to his won 

· black: Jesus did not say this; it represents the perspective or content of a later or different tradition 

They use inclusive language (to avoid the use of the male terms like 'man' applied also for the woman) and leave out what they call 'pious terms' but preferring instead 'the average American’s working vocabulary'. And so we have the following rendition of the words of Jesus (printed in grey) in Matthew 23:13: 

“You scholars and Pharisees, you impostors! Damn you! You slam the door of Heaven’s domain in people’s faces. You yourself don’t enter, and you block the way of those trying to enter". The editors falsely claim, that the Greek New Testament itself is written in a style that corresponds to what we know as ‘street language’ (cf. The Five Gospels, Scholars Version web site:  bible-researcher.com).
So the 'Our Father' in their version is rendered thus:

“Instead, you should pray like this: Our Father in the heavens, your name be revered. Impose your imperial rule, enact your will on earth as you have in heaven. Provide us with the bread we need for today. Forgive our debts to the extent that we have forgiven those in debt to us. And please don’t subject us to test after test, but rescue us from the evil one"(Matthew 6:9-13). 
While searching for the authentic sayings of Jesus, they have added more insult to the injury to the Word of God by using popular language that is laughable, as we can see in more examples:

· Matthew 5:3-10. Congratulations to the poor in spirit ... Congratulations to those who grieve ... 

· Matthew 15:16. Are you still as dim-witted as the rest?

· Matthew 22:12. The king came in to see the guests for himself and noticed this man not properly attired. And he says to him, "Look, pal, how’d you get in here without dressing for the occasion?"
· Mark 1:41. Although Jesus was indignant, he stretched out his hand, touched him, and says to him, "Okay — you’re clean!"
· Luke 5:20. When Jesus noticed their trust, he said, "Mister, your sins have been forgiven you."
The entire "Scholars’ Version" is indeed funny to the reader accustomed to the traditional and sacred presentation of the Bible. For example we know the significance of the word, "Blessed" in the Jewish religious sense that was so spiritual; but the modern versions like the one we have mentioned here seem to secularize what is spiritual. For example the "Community Bible" omits in the Beatitudes the word "Blessed" and uses the expression "fortunate", as though to say, one is lucky being poor. This is the way the Word of God has been reduced into something cheaply human and commonplace. There is no way in such a case to receive any inspiration from the Holy Spirit. 
In conclusion we must say that "The Jesus Seminar" scholars have proposed new forms of heretical statements that are still doing great damage. They have attacked Christ in vital areas, principally the Eucharist and the Word spoken by him. The least of these statements that claim that he did not prophesy or work miracles can be still be heard from Scripture scholars and preachers who want to propose something trendy and fashionable, without probably realizing that they are slipping into the heresies of "The Jesus Seminar".   
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The Five Gospels. Notice the red box, which boldly asks, "WHAT DID JESUS REALLY SAY?"
Unmasking the Jesus Seminar:
A Critique of Its Methods and Conclusions

http://www.patheos.com/community/markdroberts/series/unmasking-the-jesus-seminar/ 
By Dr. Mark D. Roberts May 3, 2011
You may download this resource at no cost, for personal use or for use in a Christian ministry, as long as you are not publishing it for sale.        All I ask is that you acknowledge the source of this material: http://www.patheos.com/community/markdroberts/. For all other uses, please contact me at mark@markdroberts.com. Thank you.

Robert W. Funk and the Jesus Seminar 
Robert W. Funk made his greatest mark on the world, not through his academic efforts, but through his leadership of the Westar Institute, which he founded in 1985. This institute, though seemingly an academic think-tank, was in fact an agenda-driven effort to undermine orthodox Christianity. In saying this, I am not dishonoring the memory of Robert Funk, but in fact preserving his memory. As you’ll see later in this post and in tomorrow’s as well, Funk was quite clear about his anti-Christian agenda.

Funk’s most successful creation was the Jesus Seminar, a group of scholars and others (including film director Paul Verhoeven, who made such religious classics as Basic Instinct and Showgirls) who took it upon themselves to decide what Jesus really said and did. They made presentations and voted by use of different colored beads. This enterprise, though apparently objective, was in fact a stacked deck from the beginning. After all, Robert Funk himself determined who was in the Seminar and who wasn’t. If you knew anything about New Testament scholarship, you could see from the configuration of Jesus Seminar fellows that they were going to end up with a very minimal Jesus at best. (In fact seven of the fellows were colleagues of mine in grad school at Harvard.)

It was obvious from the beginning that Funk’s agenda for The Jesus Seminar was not consistent with classical Christianity. He said so himself in the very first meeting of the Seminar:

Those of us who work with that hypothetical middle [between creation and the end of all things] —Jesus of Nazareth—are hard pressed to concoct any form of coherence that will unite beginning, middle, and end in some grand new fiction that will meet all the requirements of narrative. To put the matter bluntly, we are having as much trouble with the middle—the messiah—as we are with the terminal points. What we need is a new fiction that takes as its starting point the central event in the Judeo-Christian drama and reconciles that middle with a new story that reaches beyond old beginnings and endings. In sum, we need a new narrative of Jesus, a new gospel, if you will, that places Jesus differently in the grand scheme, the epic story. (Italics mine)

When somebody asks for a new gospel, implying that the classic Christian gospel is insufficient, you know you’ve left orthodoxy far beyond. In Funk’s new gospel, Jesus doesn’t fare so well. At another time Robert Funk said this about Jesus:

We should give Jesus a demotion. It is no longer credible to think of Jesus as divine. Jesus’ divinity goes together with the old theistic way of thinking about God.

The plot early Christians invented for a divine redeemer figure is as archaic as the mythology in which it is framed. A Jesus who drops down out of heaven, performs some magical act that frees human beings from the power of sin, rises from the dead, and returns to heaven is simply no longer credible. The notion that he will return at the end of time and sit in cosmic judgment is equally incredible. We must find a new plot for a more credible Jesus.

So, though the Jesus Seminar gathered a number of scholars, and though some of its methods were the stuff of critical scholarship, and though some of the fellows are fine biblical scholars, the Seminar itself was not a truly academic exercise. It was, in fact, a carefully-contrived effort to erode classic Christian faith.

And it was, above all, a brilliant PR scheme. Robert Funk managed to convince the mainstream media that he and his fellows were discovering once and for all what Jesus really said and did. For several years Funk was omnipresent in newspapers and on television programs, assuring us that Jesus never really said most of what is attributed to him in the gospels, and that he didn’t rise from the dead, and that orthodox Christianity is completely wrong in almost everything it believes about Jesus. Funk explained all of this soberly, allowing the public to believe that the Jesus Seminar was a theologically-neutral effort of well-meaning scholars to discover the truth about Jesus. By perpetuating this image, quite in contrast to his more honest remarks in meetings of the Jesus Seminar, Funk was less than fully candid. But the secular media, predictably enough, swallowed Funk’s bait, hook, line, and sinker. For years we saw stories about how the Jesus Seminar concluded that Jesus didn’t say much of what is attributed to him in the gospels, and that He didn’t actually rise from the dead. (Gasp! What a surprised conclusion!)
Finally, the Jesus Seminar ran its course, as it ran out of things about Jesus to debunk. Though the Seminar continues to meet, and sponsors programs in a few churches (!), it has largely disappeared from the public eye. It did launch the careers of several scholars who continue to pontificate on the "historical" Jesus, however, prolific folk like Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan. (I should note that some of the fellows of The Jesus Seminar were serious scholars whose reasonable voices were drowned in the sea of Funk’s agenda. I have a friend, a highly critical scholar, in fact, who was once a member of the Seminar, but was "fired" by Funk when he complained that the Seminar process was an intellectual sham.)

Perhaps you think I’m being too hard on Robert Funk, and am exaggerating his anti-Christian agenda. Tomorrow I’ll provide even more evidence that reveals Funk’s broader vision, evidence from his own pen, in fact, evidence that Funk himself didn’t hide, but rather boldly proclaimed (and posted on the Internet). You’ll see just how eager he was to displace orthodox Christianity with something altogether different.
The Radical Vision of Robert Funk
In yesterday’s post I noted the recent death of Robert W. Funk, founder of the Westar Institute and its famous (infamous!?) Jesus Seminar. I claimed that Funk put together the Seminar as a part of his plan to derail orthodox Christianity, including and especially classic Christian understanding of Jesus.

If you’re unfamiliar with my writing, or if you’re unfamiliar with the work of Robert Funk, you may think me overly critical, perhaps even inexcusably hyperbolic. Did Funk really want to overthrow Christian orthodoxy? Wasn’t he just a scholar who came up with some ideas about Jesus that are uncomfortable for orthodox Christians like me? Can I defend my claims about Funk’s anti-Christian agenda?

Yes, indeed I can. Easily, in fact, by using Robert Funk’s own words. In 1998 he wrote a short paper entitled “The Coming Radical Reformation.” This paper included 21 theses (without arguments) that encapsulate Funk’s vision for the future of Christianity (or the end of Christianity). Two of those theses I included in my last post on Funk (the ones about demoting Jesus). In this post I’ll reproduce several more of Funk’s theses:

1. The God of the metaphysical age is dead. There is not a personal god out there external to human beings and the material world. We must reckon with a deep crisis in god talk and replace it with talk about whether the universe has meaning and whether human life has purpose.

4. The notion that God interferes with the order of nature from time to time in order to aid or punish is no longer credible, in spite of the fact that most people still believe it. Miracles are an affront to the justice and integrity of God, however understood. Miracles are conceivable only as the inexplicable; otherwise they contradict the regularity of the order of the physical universe.

5. Prayer is meaningless when understood as requests addressed to an external God for favor or forgiveness and meaningless if God does not interfere with the laws of nature. Prayer as praise is a remnant of the age of kingship in the ancient Near East and is beneath the dignity of deity. Prayer should be understood principally as meditation—as listening rather than talking—and as attention to the needs of neighbor.

9. The doctrine of the atonement—the claim that God killed his own son in order to satisfy his thirst for satisfaction—is subrational and subethical. This monstrous doctrine is the stepchild of a primitive sacrificial system in which the gods had to be appeased by offering them some special gift, such as a child or an animal.

10. The resurrection of Jesus did not involve the resuscitation of a corpse. Jesus did not rise from the dead, except perhaps in some metaphorical sense. The meaning of the resurrection is that a few of his followers—probably no more than two or three—finally came to understand what he was all about. When the significance of his words and deeds dawned on them, they knew of no other terms in which to express their amazement than to claim that they had seen him alive.

20. The Bible does not contain fixed, objective standards of behavior that should govern human behavior for all time. This includes the Ten Commandments as well as the admonitions of Jesus.

As you can well imagine, I don’t agree with much of this. In fact, I think there are only two sentences here that I can affirm:

The notion that God interferes with the order of nature from time to time in order to aid or punish is no longer credible, in spite of the fact that most people still believe it.

I think that to speak of God "interfering" with the order of nature is a theologically mistaken way to think of the world. Rather, I believe that God is regularly and profoundly involved in this world, including the order of nature. My problem is with the notion of "interfering."
The resurrection of Jesus did not involve the resuscitation of a corpse.

I agree with this statement, and so do most orthodox Christians. What happened to Jesus was far more than merely a "resuscitation of a corpse." See 1 Corinthians 15, for example. But I do believe, contra Funk, that the body of Jesus really did come out of the tomb, experiencing something far more wonderful and transcendent than resuscitation.

You can see in Funk’s theses what lies behind the Westar Institute and the mission of the Jesus Seminar. To his credit, Funk laid his cards on the table in "The Coming Radical Reformation." Many scholars who share his theological agenda keep their personal opinions secret, realizing that knowledge of what they believe would undermine their scholarly credibility. When he was dealing with the secular press, however, Funk did not explain how the Jesus Seminar was part and parcel of his larger theological vision. Rather, the Seminar wore a mask of scholarly objectivity and dispassionate scientific inquiry. It’s this mask that I am attempting to take off in this series.
I think it’s pretty obvious that Robert W. Funk wasn’t exactly a big fan of Christian orthodoxy. But now that he has passed from this life into the next, he knows the truth, whatever it may be. Of course if his worldview is correct, he knows nothing at all, since he didn’t seem to believe in an afterlife. But I happen to think that Robert Funk has now seen the Lord "face to face," even as he once saw as if in a mirror, "dimly," indeed, very dimly (1 Corinthians 13:12).

My gratitude for Robert W. Funk is rather limited. His early academic work did help me in mine, especially his translating of the NT grammar book which I have used for dozens of hours, maybe hundreds. His later efforts having to do with Jesus haven’t helped me directly, though they have forced me to sharpen my own thinking about Jesus. For this I am grateful. I only wish such a fine mind had been employed for the sake of the genuine gospel, rather than for the sake of replacing it with Funk’s new revised version of the gospel.
The Jesus Seminar: What I Expected
I first heard about the Jesus Seminar in the late 1980’s. I was back at Harvard meeting with one of my New Testament professors to discuss my Ph.D. dissertation. For some reason, he started talking about the Jesus Seminar. When I confessed that I didn’t know what he was talking about, he spouted "It’s #*!&*!," using a word that won’t appear in my blog. This professor, you must understand, was by no means an evangelical or conservative Christian. Liberal in theology, he was also a highly critical New Testament scholar who approached the question of the historical Jesus with what I would call "acute skepticism." So his difference with the Jesus Seminar was not the sort that one might find among evangelicals who have a high regard for the historicity of the gospels. Rather, my professor thought it was #*!&*! to think that one could determine what Jesus really said by getting a bunch of academics together in a room and voting. 
Though I knew relatively little about the Jesus Seminar at this time, I had pretty clear expectations about how it would approach the whole question of what Jesus said and did. I figured that the Seminar would deal with the historical Jesus in the mode that was common in secular New Testament scholarship.
This mode included two crucial parts. Part 1 was extreme skepticism about the historical reliability of the New Testament gospels. For decades it had been common for non-conservative biblical scholars to assume – often without argument or evidence – that much of what appears on the lips of Jesus in the biblical gospels was made up by the early church. There are lots of reasons for this bias, which I don’t have time to explain now. But it meant, for example, that when the Gospel of Mark attributes a certain saying to Jesus, many scholars had an a priori inclination to believe that Jesus did not say what he appears to have said. In the case of the historical accuracy of the biblical gospels, it was “Guilty until proven innocent,” and not the other way around. Given the constituency of the Jesus Seminar, I expected that extreme skepticism would be rule of the day, and I was right in a way. But, in another way, I was quite wrong, because at many times the Seminar operated with almost naïve faith in the authenticity of certain sayings of Jesus. I’ll explain what I mean later.
The second element of New Testament scholarship on Jesus that I expected to find in the Jesus Seminar was faithful reliance on the criterion of dissimilarity. This criterion was developed by New Testament scholars in the middle of the 20th century, as a response to the hyper-skepticism that dominated studies of Jesus at that time. Whereas many scholars argued that we couldn’t really know if Jesus actually said anything attributed to him in the gospels, other critical scholars devised a way to show how certain sayings almost surely came from Jesus himself. This way was the criterion of dissimilarity. It ran something like this: If a saying of Jesus doesn’t sound like something in Jesus’ Jewish culture or religion, and if it doesn’t sound like something that was common in the early Christian church, then it may well have come from Jesus himself.

I must confess that I’m not a big fan of the criterion of dissimilarity, though it can help severe skeptics find sayings of Jesus that they can believe to be authentic. The problem is, however, that what’s left after you apply the criterion of dissimilarity is authentic, but distorted.

Think about it for a moment. If you consider any influential leader of history – and surely Jesus should fit into that category – you’d expect that person to reflect in many ways the ideas and language of his or her age. Moreover, you’d expect that this person’s followers would pick up on a number of his or her ideas, even if they changed, misunderstood, or added to them. So if you take away from Jesus that which he shared with Judaism of His day, and if you take away that which the early Christians picked up from Jesus, you’re left with something authentic that may, however, misrepresent the heart and soul of Jesus’ real teaching.

Let me use a personal analogy. Suppose someday people are studying my sermons for some strange reason. And suppose they are doubting whether I really wrote what is attributed to me. So they decide to take away from my preaching whatever I share in common with American evangelicals (my theological culture) and whatever my own church has actually learned and repeated from my preaching. What would be left? Not much. And you’d completely eliminate almost everything I consider to be most important about my preaching.
This analogy is rough, of course, if not vainly self-serving. But it does point out the folly of relying too heavily upon the criterion of dissimilarity when trying to determine what Jesus actually said. In the end, you may get authentic stuff, but it’s most likely that you’ll miss all of the most important stuff.

The Jesus Seminar did employ the criterion of dissimilarity in places, much as I expected. But it did so far less than I anticipated, almost to a shocking degree. In fact, rather than approach the sayings of Jesus with skepticism, and applying the criterion of dissimilarity with rigor, the Seminar adopted a completely different, novel approach to Jesus. 
This approach, oddly enough, ends up looking a whole lot like the conservative approach to Jesus that the Seminar writings so often decry.

In my next post I’ll explain how the Jesus Seminar did in fact approach the sayings of Jesus, with a methodology that I found quite unexpected.
BOX:
                                                              [image: image1.jpg]



The montage above exemplifies the problem with using the criterion of dissimilarity. I began with Sallman’s classic portrait of Jesus. Then I took away the light brown color, which is rather like taking away Judaism from Jesus. Then, from this new picture, I took away the dark brown color, which is like taking away from Jesus that which He holds in common with the early church. What is left behind is certainly part of Sallman’s original picture. But the image looks almost nothing like the original.

The Jesus Seminar: A Beady Democracy?
When I first heard of the Jesus Seminar, I envisioned scholars laboring over ancient tomes in library carrels, then presenting their findings to their colleagues in roundtable discussions, then debating the minute details of each proposal, and trying to come to a consensus, though I doubted that a consensus was likely, or even possible when it came to the question of what Jesus actually said. I knew that New Testament scholars held a wide range of views on this matter, and that their conclusions often reflected widely different starting points.

What I did not picture was a roomful of academics secretly dropping colored beads into boxes as a way of voting on what Jesus said or not. But that’s exactly what happened in the Jesus Seminar. After relatively brief presentations on passages from the gospels, and minimal debate, the Seminar Fellows voted in secret by using red, pink, gray, and black beads. This was something I had never imagined, and it seemed more like a glass bead game than a serious academic exercise.

For one thing, the very notion of a secret vote impressed me as contrary to the spirit and commitment of academia. If scholars are known for anything positive, it’s for publicly displaying their conclusions and their arguments so that they be supported or critiqued by others. A secret ballot contradicts this principle of openness and accountability. (I wonder if the secrecy was meant to mask the fact that the results of each vote were almost always predetermined by the makeup of the Seminar itself. Why else vote in secret?)

In case you’re unfamiliar with the meaning of the Seminar’s bead game, let me explain. The beads indicated the extent to which a scholar believed a certain saying attributed to Jesus to be uttered by Jesus or not. According to the helpful paraphrase in The Five Gospels (the summary of the Jesus Seminar findings written by Robert Funk and Roy Hoover), the beads had the following significance:
Then, when the votes were in, they were given numerical value and averaged, so that each saying of Jesus ended up with a red, pink, gray, or black color. These results were published in The Five Gospels, with verses printed in the appropriate colors. This was, by the way, an intentional updating of the "words of Jesus in red" Bibles of the past.
BOX: Here is how "The Lord’s Prayer" in Matthew 6 appears in The Five Gospels. The translation is the so-called Scholars Version made by members of the Jesus Seminar. You can see words in red (surely Jesus), pink (probably Jesus), gray (maybe Jesus, but probably not), and black (not Jesus). I guess all we can know for sure is that the Lord’s Prayer was once even shorter!
[image: image2.jpg]Our Father in the heavens,
your name be revered.

impose your imperial rule,

enact your will on earth as you have in heaven.
"Provide us with the bread we need for the day.
“Forgive our debts

o the extent that we have forgiven those in debt to us.
And please don't subject us to test after test,

but rescue us from the evil one.




Red: That’s Jesus!
Pink:  Sure sounds like Jesus.
Gray:  Well, maybe.
Black: There’s been some mistake.
This voting system wasn’t quite as helpful as it seems, however. For one thing, it completely masks significant disagreement among Fellows in the Seminar. If, for example, a certain saying of Jesus received relatively similar numbers of red, pink, gray, and black votes, then the correct conclusion would be that there is no scholarly consensus at all, and it would be important for people outside of the Seminar to know this. But, in fact, the saying would get a gray vote, suggesting that the Seminar as a whole had major doubts about whether it originated with Jesus or not. The reader would be led to believe that there was scholarly agreement when in fact such harmony was nowhere to be found. (The clearest case in The Five Gospels is Thomas 42, where the vote was split 20/30/30/20, and was printed in gray, even though half of the Seminar Fellows regarded the verse as probably or certainly from Jesus Himself. See The Five Gospels, p. 496)

In certain instances, the final color of a saying seems to be more the result of the bias of the Seminar than its actual numerical vote. Concerning the parable of the two sons in Matthew 21:28-31, here’s what The Five Gospels says, "Fifty-eight percent of the Fellows voted red or pink for the parable, 53 percent for the saying in v. 31b. A substantial number of gray and black votes pulled the weighted average into the gray category" (p. 232). So, even though a solid majority of the Fellows believed that the parable was probably or certainly from Jesus, the parable is colored in gray. The power of the minority voting with black beads could obscure the judgment of the majority.

I know this sounds like nonsense, but it is defended in the "Introduction" to The Five Gospels. "Black votes in particular could readily pull an average down, as students know who have on "F" along with several "A"s. Yet this shortcoming seemed consonant with the methodological skepticism that was a working principle of the Seminar: when in sufficient doubt, leave it out." One might add, even if the majority puts it in, sometimes you can leave it out.

On the surface, the voting scheme of the Seminar appeared to be fairly objective. Yet, when you peek under the mask of democratic fairness, here’s what you find:
Robert Funk himself chose the Fellows of the Seminar, virtually guaranteeing the results he wanted at the outset. But then, even when a majority of the skeptically-minded Fellows believed that a saying of Jesus was certainly or probably from Jesus Himself, a minority could skew the result by voting black. And because the vote was secret, there was no way for anybody to hold the black-bead voters accountable. The average person would be led to believe that the Seminar as a whole held that a saying was probably not from Jesus, even though the truth was that 1) there was a wide diversity of opinion, and 2) the majority of Fellows considered the saying to be probably or certainly from Jesus.

In sum, the Seminar’s method of voting and reporting on the authenticity of Jesus’ sayings was fraught with obfuscation and bias. It suggested a degree of scholarly consensus that was often nowhere to be found. It precluded the kind of accountability that is common in academia. And it pressed certain sayings into the gray and black realm even when the majority of Fellows had regarded them as red or pink.

The best thing about the beady voting method, however, was that it captured the imagination of the press. Funk and his Fellows had devised a lousy way of evaluating the authenticity of Jesus’ sayings, but a brilliant PR device.
The Jesus Seminar: A Circle Dance?
As I explained in yesterday’s post, I was surprised by the way the Jesus Seminar decided to determine which sayings of Jesus were authentic. At first glance, the red, pink, gray, and black bead system seemed innocuous enough, though perhaps a little silly. But upon deeper inspection, it was fraught with shortcomings. So this was one of my first unhappy surprises as I investigated the Jesus Seminar.

The next surprise was perhaps even more startling and disheartening. It came as I read the "Introduction" to the Jesus Seminar’s first and most influential work, The Five Gospels. Now I fully expected to find the sorts of approaches that were familiar to me because of my academic work at Harvard. So I wasn’t surprised when I read things like:
the gospels are now assumed to be narratives in which the memory of Jesus is embellished by mythic elements that express the church’s faith in him, and by plausible fictions that enhance the telling of the gospel story for first-century listeners who knew about divine men and miracle workers firsthand. Supposedly historical elements in these narratives must therefore be demonstrated to be so." speak as if all scholars make this assumption. In fact many highly regarded scholars at highly respected academic institutions do not make these assumptions about the gospel narratives. But, given the make up of the Jesus Seminar, I wasn’t surprised to find this sort of skepticism in their writings.

What shocked me was how the Jesus Seminar proposed to evaluate the authenticity of the sayings of Jesus. The "Introduction" to The Five Gospels lists twelve "Rules of Written Evidence" and twenty four "Rules of Oral Evidence." Here’s how the rules are described: 

The Jesus Seminar formulated and adopted "rules of evidence" to guide its assessment of gospel traditions. Rules of evidence are standards by which evidence is presented and evaluated in a court of law.

So, the Seminar used their "rules of evidence" to evaluate which sayings Jesus really said and which He did not, to varying degrees of probability.

So far, so good. This is how scholarship proceeds, with rules or practices that help scholars to evaluate evidence carefully and objectively. But when I first read the rules adopted by the Jesus Seminar, I was astounded. Why? To put the matter bluntly: Many of their rules completely beg the question. They don’t established principles for evaluating evidence. Instead, they make assumptions that utterly presuppose the very thing the Seminar is supposedly trying to discover, how and what Jesus actually said.
Let me provide a couple of examples. Today I’ll draw from the "Rules of Written Evidence" section. Tomorrow I’ll focus on the "Rules of Oral Evidence." The "Rules of Written Evidence" have to do with what the gospel writers did (or supposedly did) with the oral traditions and written sources at their disposal. The "Rules of Oral Evidence" concern the way the sayings of Jesus were passed down by word of mouth before they were written down.

Here are two (of twelve) of the "Rules of Written Evidence" that helped the Jesus Seminar to judge the authenticity of the sayings of Jesus:
• Words borrowed from the fund of common lore or the Greek scriptures are often put on the lips of Jesus.

• The evangelists frequently attribute their own statements to Jesus.

Both of these "rules" fall in the general category entitle "False attribution" (pp. 22-23). They explain how the gospel writers attribute certain sayings to Jesus that he did not actually say. The ideas embodied in these "rules" are familiar to anyone who has read much of secular New Testament scholarship. They’re not original or, to me, unexpected.

But what astounded me was that these “rules” were established before the examination of the gospels actually took place. These were meant to be rules that guided inquiry. But in fact they look much more like results of inquiry, not the rules of evidence. How, I wonder, did the Fellows know that "the evangelists frequently attribute their own statements to Jesus" before they evaluated the evidence of the gospels? It doesn’t take a rocket scientist, or a New Testament scholar, to realize that this is impossible, unless one completely begs the question and makes unproven assumptions about what Jesus said.

Ask yourself: Is it possible to know that "words borrowed from the fund of common lore or the Greek scriptures are often put on the lips of Jesus" before you evaluate the actual evidence of the gospels themselves? Of course not. Can’t be done. It is possible, after evaluating the evidence, to conclude that the gospel writers put sayings on the lips of Jesus. But you simply can’t know this prior to investigating the text, unless you assume your conclusion at the beginning. And that’s exactly what the Jesus Seminar did.

As I mentioned in a previous post, this is an example of where the Jesus Seminar uses the scholarly tool known as the criterion of dissimilarity, though with a reckless abandon that boggles the mind.

Let me supply an example from The Five Gospels. In Matthew 15:14b Jesus says, "If a blind person guides a blind person, both will fall into some ditch" (Scholars Version). This same sentence appears in a similar form in Luke 6:39, which suggests that the saying originates from the theoretical sayings document known as "Q" (and thus, according to the Jesus Seminar, is quite early chronologically). A similar saying also appears in the Gospel of Thomas 34: "If a blind person leads a blind person, both of them will fall into a hole" (Scholars Version). The Jesus Seminar holds, quite tendentiously, I might add, that the Gospel of Thomas is the oldest and most reliable of the gospels (see p. 18). So, according to their own reasoning, we have in Matthew 15:14b a saying that appears in both of the oldest gospel texts (Q and Thomas), and in more or less the same form. This would lead one believe that Jesus actually said it, or at least probably. So you’d expect a red or pink conclusion.

If you did, you’d be wrong. The saying is printed in gray in The Five Gospels (p. 202). Here’s why:
The saying has the ring of a proverb, like the one found in Proverbs 26:27: "Whoever digs a pit will fall into it; a stone will roll back on the one who starts it rolling." As common wisdom, it would be appropriate on the lips of almost any sage. As a proverb, it could have entered the tradition at almost any point. A few Fellows thought Jesus could have uttered this proverb, but the preponderance of votes was gray and black. (pp. 202-203)
So, basically, the saying was rejected merely on the basis that it was similar to what any sage might say. There was no analysis of whether Jesus could have said this, whether it made sense in light of his other sayings, or whether the antiquity of the evidence in Q and Thomas mattered. The Seminar applied one of its rules, and the saying was rejected. End of story.

And this is to be seen as objective, careful scholarship? It looks to me more like a circle dance, in which one simply assumes that Jesus was a certain way, and then casts out all evidence that doesn’t fit the assumption, and then concludes that Jesus was a certain way. There is no testing of a thesis with evidence because the contrary evidence is simply discarded. Only that which fits the thesis is accepted. Talk about circularity.

All of this is especially ironic because the Jesus Seminar assumes that Jesus was a sage, rather like other sages of his day (p. 32). Yet when a saying of Jesus sounds like something that a first century sage might have said, the Seminar rejects it on the basis that it could have been said by any sage. So, though Jesus was a sage, according to the Seminar, when he says something that sounds like a sage, that saying is to be rejected. This is a bizarre form of circularity, more of a Catch-22, actually. Wouldn’t it make much more sense for the Fellows to argue, on the basis of their own assumptions, that a sage-like saying that appears in both of the oldest "gospels" was at least probably from Jesus, and deserved at least a pink vote. Yes, it would make sense, unless one approaches the gospels with such excessive skepticism that it blinds one from seeing the evidence with any historical objectivity.

What can I say about the presumption of the Jesus Seminar in claiming to help people discover what Jesus really said? Let me conclude with a bit of common wisdom. You can decide whether I really wrote this, or whether some hacker added to this post: "If a blind person guides a blind person, both will fall into some ditch."

Swing Your Partner Round and Round
In my last post in this series I suggested, somewhat irreverently, that the Jesus Seminar was like a circle dance in the way it dealt with evidence. Even before the Seminar examined the purported sayings of Jesus, it had already assumed much of what it would eventually conclude. That’s called arguing in a circle. But if it’s done as artfully as the Jesus Seminar did it, it deserves to be called circle dancing.
Last time I explained how in the "Introduction" to The Five Gospels, the most important text produced by the Jesus Seminar, the writers (Robert Funk and Roy Hoover) laid out thirty six "Rules of Evidence" by which to evaluate the sayings of Jesus. The first twelve of these are "Rules of written evidence" which I critiqued in my last post. Today I want to examine some of the twenty four "Rules of oral evidence."  

Not all of these are bad rules. For example, one rule states:
• Sayings or parables that are attested in two or more independent sources are older than the sources in which they are embedded.
This makes plenty of sense, and is a good rule by which to weigh the sayings of Jesus.

But other "Rules of oral evidence" seem to fall like manna from heaven. For example:
• Jesus rarely makes pronouncements or speaks about himself in the first person.

• Jesus makes no claim to be the Anointed, the messiah.

Now you must remember that these are not set forth as the conclusions of an objective process of evaluation. These are the starting points, the assumptions made by the Seminar by which it will evaluate the sayings of Jesus.

Once again, the circularity of this process is so obvious as to be almost laughable. Before the Seminar examined the statements attributed to Jesus, it could assume that "Jesus makes no claim to be the Anointed, the messiah." Huh? I am well aware that many critical scholars believe this to be true as a result of their study. But on what basis, other than sheer prejudice, can one assume this at the beginning of one’s study? Divine revelation?

I suppose a Seminar Fellow could argue that this rule of evidence is merely an implication of the previous one: "Jesus rarely makes pronouncements or speaks about himself in the first person." But this too seems to have fallen out of thin air. How do the Fellows know this prior to examining the actual sayings of Jesus?

The "Introduction" to The Five Gospels actually tries to answer this question with two arguments. The first argument assumes that Jesus was a "sage of the ancient Near East" (p. 32). Here’s the argument itself: "Like the cowboy hero of the American West exemplified by Gary Cooper, the sage of the ancient Near East was laconic, slow to speech, a person of few words . . . . As a rule, the sage is self-effacing, modest, unostentatious." (p. 32). So, we can know what Jesus didn’t say by assuming that he’s like cowboy heroes from old Westerns?

The second argument at least refers to Jesus and not to movie characters from American society two millennia after Jesus. Here’s the argument:
Jesus taught that the last will be first and the first will be last. He admonished his followers to be servants of everyone. He urged humility as the cardinal virtue by both word and example. Given these terms, it is difficult to imagine Jesus making claims for himself – I am the Son of God, I am the expected One, the Anointed – unless, of course, he thought that nothing he said applied to himself. (p. 33)
Once again I point out that the rules of oral evidence come before the analysis of the sayings of Jesus. Yet this paragraph makes all sorts of assumptions about what Jesus said and didn’t say, and this is meant to defend the rule that will be used to determine what Jesus said and didn’t say.

Moreover, though Funk and Hoover find it "difficult to imagine Jesus making claims for himself. . .," this hasn’t been a problem for theologians and Bible scholars throughout the ages, right down to our day. Even those who, in the end, deny that Jesus claimed to be messiah don’t have a problem imagining that He might have. When it comes to making up rules of evidence, Funk and Hoover have rich, almost unlimited imaginations, but I guess their creativity stops when they think about Jesus Himself.

The superficiality and literalness of their argument are almost silly. Since Jesus interpreted messianic claims as a call to self-sacrifice and servant-hood (see, for example, Mark 10:32-45), His making a messianic claim was hardly contrary to His call to humility. Furthermore, Funk and Hoover say, "it is difficult to imagine Jesus making claims for himself – I am the Son of God, I am the expected One, the Anointed – unless, of course, he thought that nothing he said applied to himself." Of course there’s another possibility: "It is difficult to imagine Jesus making claims for himself . . . unless, of course, they were true and needed to be stated." I recognize that the Jesus Seminar rejects this possibility out of hand. But this is just one more example of a blatantly obvious do-si-do. The only way they can rule out of court the possibility that Jesus made messianic claims is by assuming that he actually said certain things before they begin, and then by putting a superficial spin on Jesus’ meaning. Very odd indeed!

In my next post I will examine a couple more "Rules of Oral Evidence." Stay tuned . . . .
The Jesus Seminar and Oral Tradition
In my last post I began examining the so-called "Rules of Oral Evidence" that the Jesus Seminar used to evaluate the authenticity of sayings attributed to Jesus. In this post I want to dig a little deeper into the Seminar’s understanding of oral tradition, and how this influences their estimation of Jesus.

Oral Tradition and the Sayings of Jesus
Before I get back to the Seminar and its rules, however, I should say something about oral tradition and the sayings of Jesus. Most scholars, even the most conservative, believe that the New Testament gospels (and Thomas too, if you want to include it) were written no earlier than twenty years after the death of Jesus. Most would date the writing of Matthew, Luke, John, and Thomas to more than forty years after Jesus passed from the scene. So the historian wonders how the gospel writers had access, if indeed they did have access, to the sayings of Jesus. What happened between the time Jesus said something and the time it, or something like it, was written down for posterity?
We don’t have to dream up an answer to this question because the Gospel of Luke provides one, one that is supported more or less by almost all responsible biblical scholars (including most members of the Jesus Seminar, I’d imagine). This is what Luke, writing anywhere from 70 to 90 A.D., says about his sources:
Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, I too decided, after investigating everything carefully from the very first, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed. (Luke 1:1-4)
Luke refers to two different kinds of source material. On the one hand, there are written sources at his disposal ("many have undertaken to set down an orderly account"). On the other hand, there are oral traditions ("just as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word”). So before anything was written down about Jesus, his sayings and descriptions of his actions were passed down orally. In time, these were recorded in various writings, some of which we have and some of which (like the hypothetical "Q" and other sources) we do not have.

So, if the sayings of Jesus were at first passed down orally, the historian wonders about how reliable this process was, and whether what’s reported in the gospels actually began with Jesus Himself.
Oral Tradition according to the Jesus Seminar 

The Jesus Seminar rightly addresses the question of oral tradition and its reliability. And it rightly formulates rules for evaluating the evidence of the gospels in light of the fact that it had been passed on orally. Unfortunately, however, several of the Seminar’s key rules are tendentious, if not obviously bogus. It seems pretty clear, from the "Introduction" to The Five Gospels, that the Fellows of the Seminar desperately want the independent sayings of Jesus, such as found in the Gospel of Thomas, to be the oldest and most reliable.

For example, in the discussion of "Orality and Memory" in the "Introduction," we find the following paragraph:
We know that the oral memory best retains sayings and anecdotes that are short, provocative, memorable – and oft-repeated. Indeed, the oral memory retains little else. This information squares with the fact that the most frequently recorded words of Jesus in the surviving gospels take the form of aphorisms and parables. It is highly probable that the earliest layer of the gospel tradition was made up almost entirely of single aphorisms and parables that circulated by word of mouth, without narrative context – precisely as that tradition is recorded in Q and Thomas. (p. 28)

This argument, if you can call it that, leads to the following rules of evidence:
• The oral memory best retains sayings and anecdotes that are short, provocative, memorable – and oft-repeated.

• The earliest layer of the gospel tradition is made up of single aphorisms and parables that circulated by word of mouth prior to the written gospels. (p. 28).

In application, these rules mean that if certain sayings of Jesus are embedded in a narrative, those sayings are not authentic. When The Five Gospels deals with Mark 5, for example, a chapter that includes sayings of Jesus in the context of stories (the Gerasene demoniac, the healing of the woman with a flow of blood, the raising of Jairus’ daughter), all of these sayings are summarily dismissed. Here’s why:

The stories Mark has collected in chapter five of his gospel contain words ascribed to Jesus that are suitable only for the occasion. They are not particularly memorable, are not aphorisms or parables, and would not have circulated independently during the oral period. They cannot, therefore, be traced back to Jesus. (p. 62)

So the rules are applied, and the sayings of Jesus in Mark 5 are rejected because they are memorable only when found within stories about Jesus.

I’d like to begin to chronicle the flaws in the Jesus Seminar’s understanding of oral tradition, but there’s so much to say, I’m going to hold off until tomorrow. I’ll pick up the conversation right where I left off today.
Storytelling and Early Christianity
Yesterday I began looking at how the Jesus Seminar approached the issue of oral tradition as it relates to the sayings of Jesus. If you missed this post, you may want to scroll up for a quick review. In this post I want to offer some criticisms of the Seminar’s thinking about oral tradition.

Flaws in the Jesus Seminar’s Understanding of Oral Tradition
I’ve already pointed out several times in this series the circularity of the Jesus Seminar’s arguments, so I won’t beat a dead horse, though it’s certainly tempting in this instance. Yet the Seminar’s rejection of sayings embedded in narrative does get some evidential support in the "Introduction." Let’s look more closely at that evidence put forward in the "Introduction" to The Five Gospels.

"We know that the oral memory best retains sayings and anecdotes that are short, provocative, memorable – and oft-repeated."
This is surely right, to a point. Consider contemporary examples, such as: "Go ahead, make my day!" or "I’ll be back" or "Here’s looking at you, kid!" Yet the Seminar wants to press this truth farther than common sense would allow. Hence…

"Indeed, the oral memory retains little else."
Little else than what? Than short, provocative sayings? Is that so? Is the Seminar actually claiming that stories aren’t remembered and passed on orally? This seems to be their point.

"This information squares with the fact that the most frequently recorded words of Jesus in the surviving gospels take the form of aphorisms and parables."
Except for all of the sayings that are not aphorisms and parables, such as in Mark 5, which the Seminar rejects as inauthentic (see my last post). Besides, it’s one thing to argue that aphorisms and parables are often remembered, and another to conclude that only aphorisms and parables are remembered. The Seminar energetically jumps to the latter conclusion.

"It is highly probable that the earliest layer of the gospel tradition was made up almost entirely of single aphorisms and parables that circulated by word of mouth, without narrative context – precisely as that tradition is recorded in Q and Thomas."
What evidence makes this highly probable? The "Introduction" refers to ancient historians who invent words for characters, though this is hardly representative of oral culture (p. 29). Otherwise, the only bits of evidence cited are "recent experiments" into human short-term and long-term memory, studies that suggest people remember the "gist" of story but not its words (p. 28). Does it dawn on the Seminar that studies of contemporary people in non-oral cultures may not be entirely relevant here? Does it occur to the Seminar to examine studies of real oral cultures? Apparently not.

What is utterly and shockingly lacking in the Seminar’s conversation is any reference to or apparent awareness of studies of how oral tradition really works in oral cultures. My cynical side says this is lacking because the evidence thoroughly undermines everything the Jesus Seminar is trying to assume and, in the end, conclude about Jesus and the traditions surrounding Him.

Stop for a moment and think about what you know of oral cultures, cultures that gather around the fire and pass on common lore. What gets passed on in these settings? Short parables and witty sayings? Perhaps. But what mostly gets passed on? Stories! Stories repeated again and again. Narratives are surely and obviously the primary stuff of oral tradition. The notion, therefore, that the earliest Jesus traditions were single aphorisms and parables "without narrative context" is highly unlikely. Are we really to think that stories about Jesus weren’t passed on by his followers? Does it make sense to believe that aphorisms must have circulated independently of narratives at first, and that the stories were only added later? I don’t think so.
In fact, a few paragraphs above I mentioned three familiar aphorisms what are passed down in our culture: "Go ahead, make my day!" "I’ll be back" and "Here’s looking at you, kid!" If you think about it, none of these makes much sense apart from the narrative (movie) in which it was first found. Now the sayings have a life of their own, but originally they only made sense in a narrative context, and this is what gave the sayings their oral viability. 

So far I’ve appealed to common sense, or to what you might have learned from the Discovery Channel. But there is a wide and respected body of academic literature that makes the point about the priority of narrative and shows how stories are passed on. (If you’re interested, I

 HYPERLINK "http://www.markdroberts.com/htmfiles/resources/unmaskingthejesus.htm" \l "resourcesonoral" ‘ll list some of this literature below.) What genuine scholars of oral culture have found is that narratives are indeed passed on with careful attention to detail, even to the words used, and that sayings are often embedded within these stories. They’ve also found that there is a certain amount of flexibility allowed in the telling of the stories and in the passing down of sayings, but formal constructs and corporate accountability limit the freedom of the storyteller.

When all of this is applied to the New Testament gospels, it readily disproves the claim of the Jesus Seminar that the earliest tradition was composed of individual sayings without narrative context, though it’s certainly possible that part of the earliest tradition was so composed. Moreover, studies of oral culture weigh heavily against the extreme skepticism of the Seminar, by showing that the oral culture of Jesus might well have carefully preserved both His words and His deeds, though not with rigid literalism. Whether this is true of the gospel material can’t be proved without careful examination of the gospels themselves, of course. At least it can’t by scholars who seek to base their conclusions on historical data rather than a priori assumptions. But the actual social scientific data concerning "Orality and memory" suggest that one should approach the gospels in a way very different from the Jesus Seminar. In particular, we have no good reason at all for rejecting before we begin the sayings of Jesus that come within stories. One could even argue that these sayings more accurately preserve what Jesus really said than sayings that floated around independently.

The Jesus Seminar tells a story about how the sayings of Jesus in the gospels came to be. In this story, the tradition about Jesus begins with short aphorisms and parables that circulated without narratives. In time, these morph into something larger through the imagination of the early Christian community. The independent sayings become connected or get placed within stories. Those who pass on the tradition add generously to it, exercising what The Five Gospels calls "the storyteller’s license" (p. 29) The stories about Jesus are made up to turn Him into something He was not, and sayings are made up to fit stories, and so forth and so on. Evidence for this story of Christian origins supposedly comes from scholarly knowledge of oral tradition.

But actual scholarly knowledge of oral tradition doesn’t support this story, nor I would argue, does evidence from the gospels. In fact, I’d suggest that the Jesus Seminar itself exercised "the storyteller’s license" to a considerable degree when making up its account of the origins of Christianity. Where it had no evidence, it invented it. And when the real scholarly evidence counted against the Seminar’s story, the Seminar simply ignored that evidence altogether. In the end we are presented by the Seminar with little more than a creative fiction about Christian origins, one that neatly fits the agenda of Robert Funk, but has little to do with what Jesus and His early followers actually did or said.

Resources on Oral Tradition, Oral Culture, and Jesus
Note: None of the books listed below is available online. But the two articles are readily available, the Bailey article in HTML and the Wright article as a PDF. If you want to delve more deeply into the issues of this post and series, I highly recommend these articles.

Online Articles:

Kenneth E. Bailey, "Informal Controlled Oral Tradition and the Synoptic Gospels." This excellent article is online, and well worth the read, though it is not written for a popular so much as for an academic audience.

N.T. Wright, "Five Gospels But No Gospel: Jesus and the Seminar" (180K PDF). Note: If you’re looking for an insightful and pointed critique of the Jesus Seminar, I’d recommend this article highly.

Books:

Kenneth E. Bailey, Poet and Peasant and Through Peasant Eyes (combined edition)

Albert B. Lord, The Singer of Tales
Jesus and the Oral Gospel TraditionHenry Wansbrough, ed.,  (only $120 from Amazon.com. Buy several and give them to your friends for Christmas!)

N.T. Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, 133-137.

N.T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, 418-443.
Was Oral Tradition Like Playing Telephone?

In my last post I criticized the Jesus Seminar’s understanding of how oral tradition functions and their application of this mistaken understanding to the sayings of Jesus. Referring to several serious studies of oral culture, I suggested that we should approach the gospel materials with an openness to the very real possibility that they preserve, in essence if not in exact words, the sayings (and actions) of Jesus.

But I can imagine an objection to what I’m saying that goes something like this:

Don’t we know from experience how unreliable the human memory can be when it comes to the spoken word? Haven’t you ever played the party game called "Telephone"? Does this prove that we really can’t trust oral tradition to preserve the sayings of Jesus?

I want to address this objection because it seems so commonsensical, and because it helps to illustrate reasons why the oral tradition about Jesus can in fact be trusted. (Thanks to blog reader Scott for suggesting this line of reasoning.)

If you’re not familiar with Telephone, which is sometimes called "Whisper down the Alley," let me explain. You get a bunch of people to sit in a circle, the more the merrier. Then somebody starts by secretly writing down a sentence, something like: "Pastor Mark is going to the fair tomorrow because he’s meeting a friend there." After writing down the sentence, the writer whispers it to the person next to him or her. Then the receiver turns to the next person and whispers the message. And so it goes, all the way around the circle. When the message comes to the last person, that one says it out loud. Then the composer of the message reads the original sentence. Inevitably, the final sentence is quite different from the original. "Pastor Mark is going to the fair tomorrow because he’s meeting a friend there" has become "Pastor Mark is going to float up into the air tomorrow because he’s so full of hot air."

If you’ve never played Telephone before, you might think I’m exaggerating. But, in fact, I’m not. Try it for yourself and you’ll see just how much the message changes as it’s passed around the circle. If you start with a longer message – three sentences – the changes will be even more pronounced. 

So, then, does a parlor game prove that the oral tradition about Jesus cannot be trusted? No, in fact, it actually helps to illustrate why we can put trust in the process by which the sayings of Jesus were passed on orally. I say this for several reasons.
First, Telephone only works in a culture that is not like the oral culture of the first century A.D. People in an oral culture become quite proficient at remembering and passing on oral material.
Admittedly, we’re not very good at listening, remembering, and passing on things accurately. That’s what makes Telephone fun. But if this game were to be played in an oral culture, I imagine that it wouldn’t really work, because the players would do a much better job with accurate transmission of information.

I can’t prove this. (Well, I could prove it, actually, if I had enough time and money to do studies in the oral cultures that still exist today. But I don’t have the time or the money.) But I can provide a couple of analogous illustrations. First, consider the case of remembering phone numbers. When I was younger, in an age before phones with computer-chips, I had memorized many phone numbers. I wouldn’t be surprised if I once knew 25 numbers by heart. Now I’ll bet I can’t come up with more than five. What explains the difference, apart from the aging of my brain? Necessity and practice. When I needed to memorize numbers, I did. And as I did this, I became good at it.

A second example comes from the days when my wife was training to be a psychotherapist. After her sessions with clients, she was expected to write out a "verbatim" of the sessions, an accurate transcript of what was discussed. In time, she became quite proficient at this. Why? Again, it was a matter of necessity and practice. So, it seems logical that when people have a need to remember sayings or stories, and when they practice remembering and repeating them, they get good at it. We should expect the earliest followers of Jesus to be so good at playing Telephone that the game would be quite boring.

Second, Telephone works because the message is passed around secretly, without accountability or the possibility of correction. Early Christian tradition, on the contrary, was almost always passed on in corporate settings where accountability was provided and corrections could be made.
I’m sure there were times when followers of Jesus told others what Jesus said in private conversations. But the process of tradition was something that found its home in the early Christian communities. Studies of oral cultures have shown that these cultures allow for a measure of freedom in the passing on of traditional material, but only within certain limits. The community self corrects as necessary, guaranteeing that the stories and sayings are passed on with a high level of accuracy.
Back to the Telephone example, suppose the rules of the game were different, and the communications weren’t secret. If one person made a mistake in passing on the message, others would be there to correct the mistake. What a dull game it would be if the group could make sure that what was passed on was accurate.

Third, Telephone works because the message is relatively unimportant, if not absurd. The players have no strong reason to guarantee the accuracy of the transmission process. The early Christians, on the contrary, had strong reasons to preserve what Jesus actually did and said.
Most of the earliest followers of Jesus believed that He was the messiah of Israel. Soon, in fact, He was believed to be the Lord Himself. His teachings were regarded as divinely-inspired and, indeed, the ultimate source of divine guidance for living, not to mention salvation. Thus there would have been strong reason to transmit the sayings of Jesus with considerable accuracy. (Ironically, if Jesus had really been only the reticent sage "discovered" by the Jesus Seminar, it’s likely that nobody would have bothered to remember his peculiar sayings.)

Again, consider the case of Telephone. Suppose, instead of saying something trivial or silly, the first speaker delivers a bit of news worth remembering, something like: "Tomorrow, at 8:30 a.m. exactly, at the corner of State and Main, a man will be giving out $100 bills." I’ll bet that the transmission of this information would be much more reliable than when the statement is just for fun.

So, the Telephone game turns out, upon inspection, to highlight reasons for believing that the early followers of Jesus passed on His words with a high level of accuracy. Here are some relevant conclusions to this conversation.

• Unlike Telephone players, the first Christians lived in an oral culture that had trained them to be proficient at passing on stories and sayings.

• Unlike Telephone secrecy, the passing on of the traditions about Jesus occurred primarily in public settings that ensured the basic integrity of the transmission.

• Unlike Telephone sentences, the sayings of Jesus were believed by those who passed them on to be the most important words ever spoken, essential for salvation and for abundant living. Thus the early Christians had strong reason to remember and to repeat the sayings (and stories) of Jesus accurately.

I’m not suggesting that the early Christians literally memorized every saying of Jesus and passed it down verbatim. The variety we find in the gospels belies this notion. Besides, Jesus most certainly spoke Aramaic, and almost everything we have in the gospels is in Greek. So we can’t claim to have the literal words of Jesus in most cases. But we can claim to have access to sayings and words that closely approximate what Jesus actually said. The facts of oral culture support, rather than undermine, basic confidence in the historical accuracy of the gospels.
What Do Scholars Really Think About Jesus? 
The popular impact of the Jesus Seminar was based largely upon the image, one might be tempted to say "the myth," of the Seminar as a group of unbiased scholars who carefully sifted the evidence to discover what Jesus really said (and didn’t say). I’ve shown in this series how much reality failed to measure up to this image. But the facts didn’t keep the promoters of the Jesus Seminar, largely Robert Funk, from trumpeting the idea that they were doing what scholars really do. The new translation in The Five Gospels was called, audaciously enough, The Scholars Version. And throughout the "Introduction" to The Five Gospels we read about how scholars do this and scholars think this and so forth and so on.

This might lead one to wonder what scholars really do think about Jesus? If the Jesus Seminar did not exemplify the best in scholarship on Jesus, where can this be found? And if the grouping of Fellows was not representative of New Testament scholars in general, what, if anything, can be said about what scholars actually think about Jesus?

Perhaps the one thing that is indisputable about scholarship on Jesus is that there is a wide diversity of opinion about Jesus. You can find respected scholars who believe that Jesus said very little of what shows up on his lips in the gospels. And you can find respected scholars who believe that much of what is attributed to Jesus he really did say (albeit in Aramaic, rather than Greek). And you can find everything in between. Much of the difference has to do, not with scholarly methods, but with the starting points. Approach the gospels with extreme skepticism, and you’ll discover that Jesus didn’t say much of what’s in there. Approach the gospels with a healthy caution, and you’ll conclude that they’re actually reliable sources for historical knowledge about Jesus.
In recent years there have been a large number of scholarly efforts to make sense of Jesus, efforts that have used the critical skills of contemporary New Testament scholarship, efforts that have been respected by a wide range of scholars. In many cases these efforts have come to the conclusion that a much of what is attributed to Jesus in the gospels can, on historical grounds, be understood as coming from Jesus Himself. (I say "on historical grounds," because I am, for the moment, bracketing the question of divine inspiration of Scripture. Right now I’m treating the gospels as human documents, even though they I believe they are far more than this.) 

This whole enterprise, by the way, has a long and storied history. The so-called "quest for the historical Jesus" began well over a century ago, and has had several iterations. Many scholars would say that we’re now in the middle of the third quest for the historical Jesus. (If you’re curious about the history of the "quest," I highly recommend The Jesus Quest: The Third Search for the Jew of Nazareth by Ben Witherington III. Witherington is a respected critical scholar who, nevertheless, writes for an informed lay audience in this book.)

If you go to your local Borders or Barnes & Noble and look for books on Jesus, you’ll face a dizzying array of options, some written by serious scholars, some by pseudo-scholars, some by pastors, and some by authors who, in my opinion, must have been inhaling illegal substances. If you want to publish a book on Jesus these days, it seems, the wackier the better. Yet even on the shelves of secular stores you’ll find some books on Jesus written by trustworthy scholars who come from a wide variety of backgrounds and perspectives. In the rest of this post, I want to mention some of these authors and books, adding some notes of explanation or recommendation.

Luke Timothy Johnson. Johnson is a top-notch academic scholar who is currently the R.W. Woodruff Professor of New Testament and Christian Origins at Emory University. (Before that he taught at Yale, which I will not hold against him.) Religiously, Johnson is a Roman Catholic, and his scholarly approach to Jesus would not satisfy many evangelicals. But he is a devastating and well-informed critic of the Jesus Seminar who builds a strong case for the trustworthiness of the biblical gospels in his book, The Real Jesus: The Misguided Quest for the Historical Jesus and the Truth of the Traditional Gospels.

Jesus Under Fire. This short, readable book was written by several conservative evangelical scholars who sought to respond to the Jesus Seminar in a way that would be available to non-specialists. It represents solid conservative scholarship, though Jesus under Fire is not meant to persuade an academic audience. It provides a good introduction to the issues from an evangelical perspective.

Craig Blomberg. Blomberg is a well-regarded evangelical scholar. He is a professor of New Testament at Denver Seminary, and has written extensively on Jesus. Two of his many books are outstanding introductions to Jesus and the gospels, written from a well-informed conservative perspective: Jesus and the Gospels and The Historical Reliability of the Gospels.

John P. Meier. Meier is a Catholic priest and professor of New Testament at the Catholic University of America. He is an extraordinarily thorough and careful critical scholar, whose voluminous writings on Jesus are not easy to digest. Though some of his conclusions would not satisfy conservative scholars, Meier shows how rigorous application of critical tools leads a careful scholar to much more traditional results than one finds from the Jesus Seminar. All three of Meier’s books on Jesus have the basic title, A Marginal Jew.

Ben Witherington III. Witherington is Professor of New Testament at Asbury Theological Seminary. In addition to The Jesus Quest, which I mentioned previously, Witherington has authored two academic books on Jesus: The Christology of Jesus and Jesus the Sage. This last book sounds like it hails from the Jesus Seminar, but in fact it is a serious academic tome that places Jesus squarely within the Wisdom tradition of Judaism (not the world of the Hellenistic Cynic philosophers, or even the world of the American cinematic cowboy). Witherington has a blog, by the way, which is well worth a regular visit.

N.T. Wright. No scholar has done more to put the Jesus Seminar in its place than Wright, a prolific scholar who has taught at Oxford, Cambridge, and (gasp!) Harvard. He’s shown the folly of the Seminar, not by writing books critical of the Seminar, but by publishing masterful positive tomes on Jesus. His academic writing on Jesus takes up more than 2,000 extremely dense pages in three groundbreaking books, The New Testament and the People of God, Jesus and the Victory of God, and The Resurrection of the Son of God. These are books for academic specialists, primarily, though I’d highly recommend them to any college graduate who is truly serious about the quest for the historical Jesus. The good new for the non-specialist is that Wright also publishes for lay readers. The Challenge of Jesus: Rediscovering Who Jesus Was and Is presents Wright’s main ideas in a very readable, 200-page format. Wright is now the Bishop of Durham in England (Anglican).

The Meaning of Jesus. N.T. Wright teamed up with Marcus Borg to co-write a book on Jesus. This is remarkable, because Wright represents the best of careful, critical, conservative scholarship on Jesus, while Borg is perhaps the best known of the Fellows from the Jesus Seminar. In this book, these two scholars lock horns in a respectful but blunt dialogue over Jesus. If you’re unfamiliar with the issues of this debate, this book may be the best way to ease into unfamiliar waters, with two of the ablest experts to guide you.

It won’t surprise you that I find Wright’s position on Jesus to be far more convincing than Borg’s, though Borg has many valid insights. It isn’t just that I happen to agree with Wright. He wins the argument for three powerful reasons. First, his grasp of the literature and culture of Judaism in the time of Jesus is immense. He runs circles around most other scholars in this crucial arena. Second, Wright places Jesus within this milieu, and shows how much sense Jesus makes when He’s thought of as a first-century Jew. Third, Wright doesn’t only address thousands of specific issues with masterful wisdom. He also provides a panoramic overview of Jesus and early Christianity, one that is stunning in its elegance and reasonableness. I’m not saying that I agree with everything Wright has written (or even that I understand it, frankly). But I believe he has shown beyond reasonable argument that Jesus must be seen in his original cultural setting, and that when He is seen this way, much of what He is supposed by the gospels to have said makes great sense as coming from Jesus Himself.

Not all conservatives are as favorable to N. T. Wright as I am. Some are unsettled by his unapologetic use of critical scholarly methodologies. Others are upset by his conclusions, fearing that he has somehow left Christian orthodoxy behind. Indeed, Wright’s picture of Jesus does not fit many of the images of Jesus in evangelical piety. But, whether one agrees with Wright or not, I think it’s impossible to minimize his impact on historical Jesus studies, both now and in the future.

Wright does not have a blog, to my knowledge. But there is a wonderful website that has collected many of his writings, speeches, and sermons, and made them available online.
Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels. This dictionary, published by InterVarsity Press, collects some of the best scholarship on Jesus, addressing a wide range of topics, not only the historical Jesus issues. The authors are mainly conservative Christians. But they are also top-notch scholars. This dictionary is a fantastic resource, and I highly recommend that you purchase it for your library. It isn’t cheap, but it’s well worth the price. (Actually, this book is part of a collection that’s available on CD. This will cost you a hefty chunk of change, but it’s one of the best Bible study tools I know of.)
Conclusion
In this post I do not mean to imply that most New Testament scholars uphold conservative positions when it comes to Jesus. To do so would be just as disingenuous as the Jesus Seminar’s opposite insinuation. I began by mentioning a wide diversity of opinion, and I’ll closely by making the same point. What I do find both incorrect and almost insulting is the assumption made in The Five Gospels that all real scholars think along the lines of the Jesus Seminar. In fact, some of the brightest and most influential New Testament scholars have argued that the New Testament gospels are reliable sources of historical information about Jesus. Surely their voices deserve to be heard and respected, even by those who ultimately disagree with them.
Post Script
After I finished this series on the Jesus Seminar in 2005, I wrote an extended blog series on the reliability of the Gospels. That series formed the basis of my book: Can We Trust the Gospels? Investigating the Authenticity of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. In this book I explain why I believe that the New Testament Gospels are, indeed, reliable historical sources for our knowledge of Jesus.

Dr. Mark D. Roberts is Senior Director and Scholar in Residence for Laity Lodge, in the Hill Country of Texas outside of San Antonio. Click here for more info about Mark and for his contact information.
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The Genesis of the Jesus Seminar 

[PART ONE IN THE SERIES: DELIVER US FROM THE JESUS SEMINAR]
By Prof. John McCormick

"There’s a sucker born every minute." Sadly, P.T. Barnum’s famous saying applies not only to the circus but also to academia. It seems that the scholars of the Jesus Seminar bank on gullibility in their efforts to spread a reconstructed Gospel that presents a Jesus to their own liking. The Jesus Seminar, chaired by Robert Funk and John Dominic Crossan, is a self-promoting, pretentious attempt to popularize a historical Jesus, which is more culturally appealing. While claiming to represent the mainstream of critical New Testament scholarship, the Seminar might be likened to a sideshow rather than the center-ring attraction.
In many ways, the analogy of a traveling circus is apt. The members of the Seminar have taken their twice-yearly meetings on the road. They advertise their coming and invite the press to observe their proceedings where they identify those aspects of the Gospels that represent the authentic Jesus—by their account, very little. Boasting of some 74 scholars who are active in its proceedings (contrast this impressive number with that more marginal group, the Society of Biblical Literature, with a mere 6,900 membership), the Jesus Seminar has set out to dissect the Gospels to separate historical fact from mythical baggage.
How It All Began 
In 1985, Robert Funk (d. 2005) convoked a meeting of 30 scholars in Berkeley, California, to begin this quest for the historical Jesus. They sought to recover the authentic voice of Jesus that lies hidden in the Gospels and which they believe the evangelists and the memory of the early Church have obscured. 
For six years, they debated interpretations presented in technical papers, prepared and circulated in advance, and then voted to determine the degree of authenticity of Jesus’ words found in the Gospels. Of the sayings of Jesus, 18 percent were accorded the status of probable to definite. The second phase of the Seminar (1991 to 1996) examined the deeds of Jesus and found that of the 176 recorded events in which Jesus was the main actor, only ten are certain; an additional 19 probably occurred—yielding roughly 16 percent of the total. The conclusions of their studies can be found in the books edited by Robert Funk and Roy W. Hoover, The Five Gospels: What Did Jesus Really Say? The Search for the AUTHENTIC Words of Jesus[image: image3.png]


 and The Acts of Jesus: The Search for the Authentic Deeds of Jesus[image: image4.png]


.
Over the years, slightly more than 200 Fellows from various traditions (Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish) have participated in some way in the Seminar. Only an average of 30 to 40 actually attends each meeting. They have adopted a system of voting with colored beads, which indicate the degree of authenticity of the saying or deed of Jesus. 

Red: Jesus undoubtedly said/did this or something very much like it (as they informally state, "That’s Jesus!"). 

Pink: Jesus probably said/did something like this ("Sure sounds like Jesus"). 

Gray: Jesus did not say/do this, but the ideas contained in it are close to his own ("Well, maybe"). 

Black: Jesus did not say/do this; it represents the perspective or content of a later or different tradition ("There’s been some mistake").

They base their judgments on what they call the seven pillars of scholarly wisdom: 

We must separate the Jesus of history from the Christ of faith. 

The Synoptic Gospels are closer to the historical Jesus than the Gospel of John. 

Mark was written before Matthew and Luke and was the basis for both. 

The hypothetical source "Q" explained Matthew’s and Luke’s common tradition not found in Mark. 

The non-eschatological Jesus who speaks in aphorisms and parables must be liberated from the eschatological Jesus, whom the Church constructed. 

The contrast between the oral culture of Jesus and the print culture of later times (Jesus only spoke in short, memorable, oft-repeated phrases, never longer discourse). 

The Gospels are now assumed to be narratives in which the memory of Jesus is embellished by mythic elements that express the Church’s faith in him, and by plausible fictions that enhance the telling of the Gospel story for the first-century listeners who knew about divine men and miracle workers firsthand.

However, the Seminar demurs that as useful and necessary as these pillars might be, there can be no final guarantee of the results. According to the Seminar, "The last temptation is to create Jesus in our own image, to marshal the facts to support preconceived convictions." But one might wonder if this is not what the seven pillars of wisdom in fact guarantee, a Jesus in their own image. Though claiming to engage in critical scholarship, the Seminar is uncritical of its own starting point. Operating from a bias against prior ecclesial perspectives of Jesus, it rejects out of hand anything that tokens of a traditional understanding. Anything that might be favorable to a confessional position must automatically be discounted: 

The Scholars Version (SV) is authorized by scholars and is free of any ecclesiastical and religious control, unlike other major translations in English…. Since SV is not bound by the dictates of church councils, its contents and organization vary from traditional bibles. The Five Gospels contains the Gospel of Thomas in addition to the four canonical Gospels. Because scholars believe the Gospel of Mark was written first, they have placed it first among the five. 

The non-canonical Gospel of Thomas, discovered in 1945, is given equal footing with the canonical Gospels. The Seminar refuses to be cowed by the dictates of councils in its re-creation of the historical Jesus: 

The Christ of creed and dogma, who had been firmly in place in the Middle Ages, can no longer command the assent of those who have seen the heavens through Galileo’s telescope. The old deities and demons were swept from the skies by that remarkable glass.... The church appears to smother the historical Jesus by superimposing this heavenly figure on him in the creed: Jesus is displaced by the Christ as the so-called Apostle’s Creed makes evident. 

Though claiming to be on the cutting edge of critical scholarship, the Seminar’s findings are not new. The so-called quest for the historical Jesus began when scholars sought to use the sciences of critical history in the interpretation of the biblical texts. Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694-1768) was one of the first champions of the quest. He maintained that the New Testament view of Jesus was not historical but rather a fabrication by His disciples who desired to see the kingdom fulfilled despite the crucifixion of Jesus. To recover a truly "historical" Jesus, it was necessary to expose the false "dogmatic" interpretation of Jesus as the Christ. Influenced by the antireligious sentiment of the early Enlightenment, he denied the historicity of the miracles and resurrection because he believed them to be the creation of the disciples as a means of validating their aspirations to preside over the kingdom intended by Jesus. For Reimarus, Jesus was no more than a moral sage who sought to realize the ideals of the kingdom and who mistakenly believed Himself to be the Messiah.
David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874), with his Life of Jesus Critically Examined[image: image5.png]


, followed in the wake of Reimarus. Applying Hegelian dialectic, Strauss sought to recover the authentic Jesus of history by contrasting the traditional interpretation of the Gospels, which smacked of supernaturalism, with the more rationalistic interpretations then coming into favor. For a supernaturalist, the resurrection was a clear example of divine intervention in history, whereas the rationalist would explain it as a bodily resuscitation or as a hallucination. Strauss argued that neither approach was correct. He insisted that the Gospel stories are products of religious imagination, what he called "myth," though he did allow that there might have been a kernel of historical truth. The criteria? Any account that contradicted the known laws of nature would be considered mythical; anything contradicted by another biblical account also was to be discounted. 
Strauss’s basic argument concluded that the Gospels do not treat Jesus historically and therefore it would be impossible to write a truly historical account of his life. Liberal Protestants, however, continued the quest.
Rudolph Bultmann (1884-1976) (pictured right) thought the quest for the historical Jesus illegitimate. He argued that the Gospels only establish the bare fact of Jesus’ existence and His death by crucifixion. The Jesus of history is concealed under layers of kerygma—later proclamations about Jesus as the risen Christ. We cannot get back to the Jesus of history but only to the Christ of the early Church’s faith. In addition to his historical concerns, Bultmann denied the Jesus quest on theological grounds as well. His Lutheran belief in justification by faith alone led him to believe that it is a mistake to base our faith on historical research. The kerygma assumes the fact of the earthly Jesus’ historical existence, but it is only the kerygma that grounds our faith in Christ. Sharing the rationalist prejudices of the earlier seekers, he sought to demythologize the kerygma of the New Testament, arguing that it expressed the categories of a first-century worldview. The interpreter’s task is to re-mythologize the Gospels by expressing in contemporary terms what had been said in the early kerygma. Thus, contemporary experience becomes the norm by which Scripture is to be interpreted. It is our faith, not the faith of the first-century Christians.
In contrast to Bultmann’s historical skepticism, the Seminar proposes to establish the historical reliability of at least some of the data found in the Gospels. However, when all is said and done, what remains is a severely mutilated portrait of a Jesus who little resembles the Christ presented in the Gospels, for the Seminar seeks only the authentic historical Jesus. Since the majority of the participants reject out of hand a divine Jesus who worked miracles, who spoke of a future judgment in apocalyptic terms, or who was raised from the dead, anything in the Gospels that refers to these had to be the fabrication of persons with an agenda.
The Gospels record the miracles of Jesus, which obviously could not have occurred, such scholars argue; therefore, the Gospels cannot be trusted to be completely historically accurate. We, therefore, must sift through the Gospels and glean only that which is compatible with reason—that is, a reason that lacks faith. The Seminar starts with philosophical presuppositions that determine what counts as historical evidence, presuppositions fundamentally at odds with the message of the Gospels.

A Wolf in the Midst of the Flock 
If this were merely a group of crank scholars left to themselves, one could say no harm done. But the Seminar’s claim to represent the mainstream of Christian scholarship is misleading to the uniformed public and disingenuous at best. Aided by secular media that seek to capitalize on controversy, every Christmas and Easter the public is treated to the Seminar’s interpretation of the meaning of these mysteries, as if this is what most scholars believe. The Seminar’s participants try to present a false dichotomy, as if the issue was historical fact versus religious faith. Many scholars recognize the two are not incompatible.
The Seminar’s thinking is illustrated by many examples. In its version of Mark 1:17, we read: "Become my followers and I’ll have you fishing for people!" The Fellows of the Jesus Seminar mark this gray because they doubt whether Jesus actively recruited followers. They are skeptical that Jesus deliberately set out to organize a movement by recruiting disciples; they think he was probably an itinerant sage without institutional goals. To them, he certainly did not have it in mind to found a Church like the one that eventually came into being. The Seminar also claims that it was the early disciples’ tendency to justify their own claims by attributing statements and stories to Jesus.
But how are we to know whether Jesus had any institutional goals? Or that He never intended to found the Church? According to the Seminar, we ought to appeal to the seven pillars of scholarly wisdom, which tell us that Jesus only spoke in aphorisms and parables and was not concerned about the future and that the Church sought to establish a Christ of faith as the means of legitimating her own claims. The Seminar says, "Christian conviction eventually overwhelms Jesus: he is made to confess what Christians had come to believe.... The axiom bears repeating: Jesus was not the first Christian. However, he is often made to talk like a Christian by his devoted followers."

Recreated in Their Image and Likeness 
In their re-creation of Jesus, the itinerant sage, the Fellows state: "Like the cowboy hero of the American West exemplified by Gary Cooper, the sage of the ancient Near East was laconic, slow to speech, a person of few words." From this compressed characterization, they develop certain generalizations or working principles: 

Jesus as a rule does not initiate dialogue or debate, neither does He offer to cure people. 

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

Jesus makes no claims to be the Anointed, the Messiah. 

They then offer this caveat: "The fact that some words attributed to Jesus were not likely spoken by him does not necessarily diminish their importance."
Based on their criteria, Jesus probably said in response to a question about taxes, "Pay to the emperor what belongs to the emperor and God what belongs to God" (Mt 22:21, red print). In response to the disciple’s request that He teach them to pray, Jesus probably said, "Father, (red print)/your name be revered. Impose your imperial rule. (Pink print)/ Provide us with the bread we need day by day. Forgive us our sins, since we too forgive everyone in debt to us. And please don’t subject us to test after test (gray print)" (Luke 11:2-4 SV).
Occasionally, they do admit that Jesus offered unsolicited advice, as during the Sermon on the Mount when He said, "Congratulations you poor! God’s domain belongs to you" (Luke 6:20, SV, red print) or "Congratulations to the poor in spirit!" (Matthew 5:3, SV, pink print).


Matthew’s version is less likely than Luke’s because the reasons for the congratulations are religious rather than socio-economic. Hence, the Seminar believes they are much more likely to have been spiritualized by the later Christian community. The term "blessed," the Seminar notes, is too archaic for its tastes. However, one might question whether there is a fundamental difference in worldviews expressed by the term "congratulations" as compared with "blessed." Congratulations may be appropriate if someone wins the lottery, but to say someone is blessed permeates the notion with a recognition of God’s grace and favor, not merely human luck.

The Church Speaks 
In contrast to the approach of the Jesus Seminar, the Pontifical Biblical Commission offers a more balanced and—dare I say—less ideological approach to biblical interpretation. In its 1993 document, The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church, it notes that Catholic exegesis does not adhere to any one scientific method as its own. It recognizes that the biblical texts are the work of human authors, who used their own capacities for expression according to the time and social context in which they lived. Catholic exegesis is free to make use of those scientific methods that allow a better appreciation of the meaning of the texts in their linguistic, literary, sociocultural, religious, and historical contexts. This exegesis is to be carried out in the living tradition of the Church, recognizing that various methods offer both possibilities and limitations. Though acknowledging a legitimate use of the historical-critical method, it notes that the method in itself cannot imply a priori assumptions that rule out the possibility of God acting in a unique way within history—to do so would be to distort the method.
The Biblical Commission also shares some of the Jesus Seminar’s concerns regarding fundamentalism. It warns against the dangers of a fundamentalist approach to Scripture that, while rightly insisting on the divine inspiration of the Bible and the inerrancy of the Word of God, nevertheless tends toward a naive literalism that fails to take into account the historical origins and development of Scripture, a fundamentalism that bars any scientific or critical method for the interpretation of Scripture. The danger is the tendency towards an "intellectual suicide," which fails to recognize that the expression of the Word of God is conditioned by human language and culture and that proper interpretation must recognize the various literary forms and the modes of thinking and speaking found in the biblical texts. The fundamentalist tendency is to historicize material the authors never intended to be historical and to rule out the possibility of any symbolic or figurative meaning. As the commission notes, "It accepts the literal reality of an ancient, out-of-date cosmology, simply because it is found expressed in the Bible; this blocks dialogue with a broader way of seeing the relationship between culture and faith."

Authorship of Inspired Texts 
The bishops of the Second Vatican Council in their document on divine revelation, Dei Verbum, recognized a certain development in the Gospel texts from the events of Jesus, through the early kerygma, to the written Gospels. Nonetheless, they also unhesitatingly affirmed the Gospels’ historicity as handing on faithfully what Jesus, the Son of God, did and taught. Unlike the Seminar, the bishops do not believe that the Gospel development is the result of a distorted ecclesial agenda, but the work of the Holy Spirit: 

The sacred authors, in writing the four Gospels, selected certain of the many elements which had been handed on, either orally or already in written form, others they synthesized or explained with an eye to the situation of the churches, all the while sustaining the form of preaching, but always in such a fashion that they told us the honest truth about Jesus. 

The bishops also noted the distinction between God as the "principal author" of Sacred Scripture (that is, written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit) and the human writers who are the "instrumental authors." This instrumentality is not passive but active. "To compose the Sacred Scriptures, God chose certain men who, all the while he employed them in this task, made full use of their own faculties and powers so that, though he acted in them and by them, it was as true authors that they consigned to writing whatever he wanted written, and no more." Since the Holy Spirit is the primary author, Scripture teaches "firmly, faithfully, and without error that truth which God, for the sake of our salvation, wished to see confided to the Sacred Scriptures."
Since in Scripture God speaks to man in a human way so that man can correctly interpret Scripture, the reader must be attentive to what the human authors truly wanted to affirm and to what God wanted to reveal to us by their words. To discover the sacred authors’ intention, the reader must take into account the conditions of their time and culture, the literary genres in use at that time, and the modes of feeling, speaking, and narrating then current. Furthermore, Scripture must be interpreted in accord with the Spirit who inspired it by being especially attentive to the content and unity of the whole Scripture, reading the Scripture within the living tradition of the whole Church, and recognizing the analogy of faith. There is a coherence of the truths of faith among themselves and within the whole plan of Revelation.
For the Church, biblical interpretation is an indispensable task. In our attempts to understand the Scriptures, we must acknowledge our limitations as well as our presuppositions. The Christian faith was not meant to rest on the shifting sands of critical scholarship but on the proclamation of the Gospel, which Christ announced and to which the Church must be faithful.
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Biblical scholarship is usually granted instant credibility today because it is considered "scientific." Thus, the findings of the Jesus Seminar, however ill founded, nevertheless quickly became front-page news. The assumption is that "science" has once again exploded claims about the Jesus found in the New Testament and preached by the Church.
On the other hand, the faith of the Church, handed down in the Church from the apostles of Jesus, is not defined as science in the modern sense. It is, therefore, not granted the same status in today’s world. The Church knows, however, that "Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners" (1 Timothy 1:15); therefore, she continues preaching the words of Jesus both as His words and as true words, regardless of the supposed findings of such groups as the Jesus Seminar. It is not that the Church fails to respect scholarship, but she does have problems with certain kinds of scholarship. For at least the last few centuries, the Church has had to contend with the effects on the faith of a certain type of biblical scholarship that has too often aimed at undermining and discrediting certain truths testified to in Scripture that the Church considers essential to her faith.
Since the 18th-century Enlightenment in particular, there has been a formidable procession of scholars wielding modern critical methodologies aimed at explaining away the transcendental, supernatural, and miraculous elements found in Scripture, usually on the a priori grounds that none of these things could be true. Therefore, critical methodologies have had to be used to "prove" them untrue.

The Historical-Critical Method 
What is generally called the historical-critical method has almost by definition been limited to providing naturalistic, empirical, and evidentiary explanations for what is written in Scripture. In the past, Catholic scholars were not the foremost practitioners of this method. However, following Pope Leo XIII's 1893 encyclical Providentissimus Deus (On the Study of Sacred Scripture) and, especially, Pope Pius XII's 1943 encyclical Divino Afflante Spiritu (On Promotion of Biblical Studies), Catholic exegetes have gone into the historical-critical method with a vengeance, though not always with the happiest results.
It was always likely that a rigorous if not hostile historical-critical examination of the Holy Bible and the scriptural foundations of the Christian faith would be undertaken. Even as Catholics continue to affirm that the Bible is the inspired Word of God, and rightly deplore the use of scholarship to undermine the faith, we still cannot regret all that has been learned about the Bible over the past two centuries by the use of critical methods. Nothing that is itself true, provided that it is true, can ultimately be harmful to the Christian faith.
The Church has had to contend with the effects on the faith of biblical scholarship that has aimed at undermining and discrediting certain truths testified to in Scripture.
In 1993, for example, the Pontifical Biblical Commission issued a lengthy, in-depth document on biblical scholarship entitled The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church. While emphasizing more traditional methods of exegesis, especially the relationship of exegesis to theology, the document also describes the historical-critical method as an "indispensable method for the scientific study of the meaning of ancient texts." But this document also specifies that, "the historical-critical method cannot lay claim to enjoying a monopoly.... It must be conscious of its limits, as well as to the dangers to which it is exposed [emphasis added]."
The problem, then, lies not in the use of the method as such, but rather how it is used, by whom, and with what prior assumptions. Obviously, if a critic approaches the Bible with the conviction that miracles cannot occur, it is not likely that his critical evaluation will exhibit much appreciation for the meaning of the miraculous and supernatural elements that Scripture undeniably presents.
Can such methodologies be used to serve the faith? Yes, provided that the Christian scholar continues to view his subject as the inspired Word of God and that both the limitations and dangers of such methodologies are kept in mind.
More is required, though. The Second Vatican Council's Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum, lays down three essential rules the Christian interpreter of Scripture must follow. "Since sacred Scripture must be read and interpreted with its divine authorship in mind," Dei Verbum teaches: (1) "...attention must be devoted to the content and unity of the whole of Scripture, (2) taking into account the Tradition of the Church, and (3) the analogy of faith, if we are to derive their true meaning from the sacred texts. 
It is the task of exegetes to work according to these rules [emphasis added]." By the term "rules," the council fathers meant that the exegete could not interpret texts in a way that contradicts either established doctrines of the faith or interpretations of other passages of Scripture accepted by the Church.
Many Catholic scholars are working within these guidelines. Even a superficial acquaintance with some of the biblical scholarship being conducted by scholars publicly identified as Catholics today, however, raises the question of whether these Vatican II guidelines really are being observed by all, or even most, contemporary Catholic scholars in the field. This is a question we must look at, but first, we need to glance briefly at the broad general picture that seems to find credence among many Scripture scholars today after more than 200 years of "critical" scholarship.

Who Do You Say That I Am? 
The results of biblical scholarship that generally come to public notice generally have to do with Jesus. This is not surprising. After all, the principal question today, as it was in New Testament times, remains, "What do you think of the Christ? Whose Son is he?" (See Matthew 22:42). It is a question that has to be answered in every generation. Among biblical scholars, however, there seem to be as many answers to the question as there are authors attempting to write "lives" of Jesus. To name only a few beyond the stereotype of Jesus the ideal man and ethical teacher, there is Jesus the dreamy Galilean romantic, Jesus the political revolutionary, Jesus the Messianic plotter, Jesus the magician and wonder worker, Jesus the Mediterranean peasant, and, more recently, Jesus the marginal Jew.
The many attempts of modern scholarship to describe "the historical Jesus"—as opposed to "the Christ of faith" preached by the Church—have a long history, rooted especially in the perennial ambition of German scholarship to recreate history wie es eigentlich gewesen ist (how it really was or what really happened). In the first decade of the 20th century, Albert Schweitzer, in his famous book, The Quest of the Historical Jesus[image: image6.png]


, chronicled the previous century's mainly German efforts to get at the "real" Jesus behind the myths and legends supposed to have been invented by the Church and recorded in the New Testament. Since Schweitzer wrote, we are told that there has been a second and even a third "quest for the historical Jesus."
Little attention is paid by most new Catholic exegetes to Tradition or the analogy of faith; they approach Scripture piecemeal, in isolation, and from an almost wholly naturalistic perspective.
Schweitzer himself wrote, "There is no historical task which so reveals a man's true self as the writing of a life of Jesus.... Each individual creates him in accordance with his own character." In a judgment not without relevance to our present inquiry, Schweitzer also identified the motive for much of the modern historical study of the Bible, describing the whole enterprise as "a struggle against the tyranny of dogma [emphasis added]." That the verifiable results of much modern biblical scholarship would seem to bear out this last judgment of Albert Schweitzer has been noted by more than a few knowledgeable observers. For example, the young Fr. Joseph Ratzinger, writing as a theologian in his Introduction To Christianity[image: image7.png]


 (1968), provides an apt description of what he called the cliché about Jesus that has been established as a result of modern scholarship: 

Who was Jesus of Nazareth, really? How did he understand himself? If we believe the modern cliché ... this is perhaps the way things happened: we must picture Jesus as a kind of prophetic teacher who came on the scene in the overheated eschatological atmosphere of the late Judaism of his time, and, in accordance with this eschatological high-pressure situation, preached the imminent coming of the Kingdom of God. At first this was to be an entirely temporal thing; the Kingdom of God [meant] the end of the world.

This message, though, was misunderstood. The future Cardinal Ratzinger [and Pope Benedict XVI] goes on to explain that: 

For reasons, which can no longer be properly reconstructed, Jesus was executed and died a failure. Afterwards, in a way that can no longer be discerned, a belief in his resurrection arose. The idea was that he still "lived" on or at least he still "meant" something very significant. Gradually, the idea emerged...that Jesus would return as the Son of Man, or the Messiah.
The next step was to project this hope back upon the historical Jesus, put it all in his own mouth, and then re-interpret him accordingly. Thus were things re-arranged so that Jesus appeared to have announced himself as the Son of Man who was to come, or the Messiah. 

And thus, in this brief reconstruction, Ratzinger explained how mainstream modern scholarship, supposedly looking only at the historical evidence and the "facts," has tried to reinterpret the phenomenon of Jesus. Ratzinger had much more to add in his Introduction To Christianity
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, but we can move directly to his conclusion: 

To anyone who thinks historically, the whole theory amounts to a really absurd picture, even though it still attracts hordes of believers. For my part, I must confess that, even apart from my Christian faith, and simply on the basis of my own knowledge of history, I would sooner and more easily believe that God became man than that such a conglomeration of hypotheses could ever possibly be correct.

In short, the faith of the Church, according to Cardinal Ratzinger, does not stand up at all badly by comparison with what the "best" modern scholarship has come up with. How do some of our contemporary Catholic exegetes view the matter?

America's Foremost Catholic Biblical Scholar? 
Msgr. George A. Kelly in his book, The New Biblical Theorists[image: image9.png]


 (1983), looks carefully at the work of the late Sulpician priest Fr. Raymond Brown as the most prominent member of a whole school of post-Vatican-II Catholic exegetes committed to critical methods. 
He shows Fr. Brown and his "school" to be rather far from being in compliance with the requirements for sound Catholic exegesis laid down by Vatican II.
Although Fr. Brown and his typical colleagues have customarily claimed to be interpreting Scripture in accordance with Providentissimus Deus and Divino Afflante Spiritu, Msgr. Kelly shows the reality to be rather different. Little attention is generally paid by most of these new Catholic exegetes to the Tradition of the Church or to the analogy of faith; they regularly approach Scripture piecemeal, in isolation, and from an almost wholly naturalistic perspective. Msgr. Kelly identifies numerous opinions of Fr. Brown that appear to be in conflict with the established faith of the Church, such as: 

The stories of Christ's birth represent dubious history. 

The virginal conception of Jesus is an unresolved historical problem. 

Any idea that Christ instituted the Eucharist at the Last Supper must be "nuanced." 

The Twelve were neither missionaries nor bishops. 

Sacramental powers were given to the whole Christian community (not just to the "ordained" clergy). 

Vatican II was "biblically naive" when it called the Catholic bishops successors to the apostles, and so on. 

When such opinions as these—and we have cited only a few identified by Msgr. Kelly—are tranquilly espoused by the man considered to be America's foremost Catholic biblical scholar, then it would seem that there is a very real problem with some Catholic biblical scholarship today as it relates to the faith of the Church. The Tradition of the Church, particularly the Church's living magisterium, is, in fact, rarely even mentioned by most of America's contemporary Scripture scholars. It is not so much that they adopt a position of open dissent from the teachings of the magisterium, as so many moral theologians do today: On the contrary, they customarily claim to be wholly loyal to the Church and her teachings. In practice, though, they lecture, write, and publish as if the magisterium did not exist.

Msgr. Meier's Contribution To The Fray 
Typically, many of these Catholic scholars appear proud to be considered as simply scholars committed to modern critical methods rather than Catholics committed to the faith. One contemporary scholar, Msgr. John Meier of the University of Notre Dame, in a book on the historical Jesus, A Marginal Jew[image: image10.png]


, that attracted considerable attention when it appeared in 1991, states in his introduction that it was his conscious ambition to "prescind from what Christian faith or later Church teaching says about Jesus, without either affirming or denying such claims." He writes, "I will try to bracket what I hold by faith and examine only what can be shown to be certain or probable by historical research and argumentation."
Whatever else might be said about Msgr. Meier's plan, we can surely conclude on the basis of his own words that it decidedly does not square with what Vatican II says about conducting Christian biblical scholarship. His whole proceeding, in fact, entails doing exactly what Vatican II taught that a Catholic exegete should never do, namely, prescind from the faith of the Church and the analogy of faith. More than that, there is something very disingenuous (if not actually dishonest) in asserting conclusions on historical grounds that must necessarily be disavowed on faith grounds—if one truly holds the faith. For example, concerning the "brothers" of Jesus mentioned in Matthew 12:46, Mark 3:31, and Luke 8:19, Msgr. Meier states that viewed simply from a philological and historical point of view, "the most probable opinion is that the brothers and sisters of Jesus were his siblings." Yet, as everyone knows, the Church affirms the perpetual virginity of Mary, and therefore, Jesus could not have had any siblings. However, we might interpret the New Testament texts in question.
Both of these views, the probable "historical" view and the fixed and firm "faith" view cannot be correct, and it is not at all clear what purpose is served when a member of the faculty at a Catholic university insists on promoting what can only appear to be some kind of double truth. His announced method allows him to deconstruct the New Testament as thoroughly as any atheist does, as thoroughly as the Jesus Seminar does—and then blandly announce that he holds on faith what he has just judged improbable or impossible by reason. In the present intellectual climate, his colleagues no doubt honor him for his unflinching "honesty" in the face of the "facts." Unfortunately, it is not clear to the outside observer that all of his facts are facts. Moreover, in the nature of the case, to prescind from the faith comes perilously close to disregarding, if not abandoning, the faith for all practical purposes.
Without being able to examine this particular scholar in any further detail, we can nevertheless conclude on the basis of what we have seen that there is a widespread and serious disjunction between the approaches, methods, and results of the "latest" Catholic biblical scholarship and the faith of the Church.

Fr. Boismard Of The Ecole Biblique 
Is this downplaying and even prescinding from the faith in some current Catholic biblical scholarship purely an American problem? No. Take the example of a prominent French Catholic scholar, the Dominican priest, Fr. M.-E. Boismard. For 43 years, he has been a professor at the famous Ecole Biblique in Jerusalem, the prestigious institution that produced the famous Jerusalem Bible. Fr. Boismard has a long list of scholarly publications and is apparently very highly regarded in the field. How does this distinguished Dominican approach his work? Does he adhere to the threefold rule for biblical scholarship laid down in Article 12 of Vatican II's Dei Verbum" The very title of one of his recent works provides us with an immediate answer: The title (translated) is Should We Still Be Speaking about the Resurrection? (1995) [Our Victory over Death: Resurrection?[image: image11.png]


 (Liturgical Press, 1998)].
The first reaction of the average Catholic to this question would surely be: Can we fail to speak about the resurrection from the perspective of faith if the New Testament and the Creed do? Fr. Boismard places great emphasis on the fact that the Nicene Creed speaks of the resurrection of the dead, not of the body; and he has a theory that there really is no resurrection for us, properly speaking, but only immortality of the soul in the Greek sense. He appears to hold, following on a minute examination of the relevant texts in the New Testament, that eternal damnation really means annihilation of the unrepentant; he apparently cannot abide a God who would keep souls in being to punish them for all eternity. His main point, though, is that the resurrection of Jesus does not mean resurrection for us; when dead bodies decay, they are gone forever. The Apostle's Creed, however, nevertheless continues to speak of "the resurrection of the body," as does The Catechism of the Catholic Church, which includes as one of its headings, "Christ's Resurrection and Ours."
In his most recent book, The Dawn of Christianity, which bears the subtitle Before the Birth of Dogmas (1998), Fr. Boismard reinforces our impression that, for all practical purposes, he has simply abandoned the Catholic faith. This book covers the early years of Christianity up to near the end of the first century when, according to current scholarly opinion, most of the Gospels were finally written down. It is important for Fr. Boismard's thesis that dogmas came to "birth"—and that there was a time before they came to birth.
We know that dogmas (or doctrines) do "develop," of course. In this book, however, Fr. Boismard does not deal with the "development" of dogmas or doctrines based on an original revelation coming from the words and acts of Christ. His approach seems to assume that there was never any definite original revelation. His idea seems to be that these dogmas simply grew up in the Church, sometimes on the basis of influences from other sources than the Gospels. Thus, to take the example of the divinity of Christ, he flatly asserts that in Mark, supposedly the "most primitive" of the four Gospels, "Jesus is not God." Only later, and certainly not until around 80 AD, did the "final redactor" of the late Gospel of John, under the supposed influence of Philo of Alexandria, identify Jesus as God, adding at that point the phrase, "and the Word was God" to John 1:1.
The way in which a number of other Church dogmas allegedly came to birth in the same fashion as the dogma of the divinity of Christ is also covered in this book. While we cannot analyze them in detail, we can summarize briefly a couple of Fr. Boismard's other conclusions on the virginal conception and the Trinity.
While admitting that the virginal conception of Jesus is reported in the infancy narratives of Matthew and Luke, Fr. Boismard nevertheless concludes that these accounts are "late redactions," the one in Luke modifying an original account in which Fr. Boismard claims it was originally written that Jesus had been conceived in the normal manner of all human beings. How he could know this in the absence of any actual text of this earlier version of Luke is apparently one of the mysteries of modern biblical scholarship inaccessible to the uninitiated.
Fr. Boismard asks whether Jesus Himself believed in the Trinity, along with the first Christians. He points out that the dogma presupposes Greek philosophy, which recognizes distinctions between "substance" (one and unique) and "persons" (three) and concludes from this that Jesus and the apostles did not believe in, and could not have believed in, the Trinity. These particular distinctions, of course, were indeed made when the Church finally defined the dogma at the Council of Chalcedon in the fifth century; but this in no way means that the Trinity was not "revealed," nor that the first Christians could not have believed it before its final formulation. Fr. Boismard insists that the Trinitarian formula in Matthew 28:19 does not go back to Jesus but was added by the "final redactor" of Matthew, again, around the year 80 AD—we begin to see why so many "layers" and "redactions" are necessary!
We may perhaps bring this rather unedifying recital to an end by mentioning that, according to Fr. Boismard's interpretation, the final redactor of John's Gospel added the phrase, "and the Word was God" to John I: I to compete with the cult of the goddess Artemis, daughter of Zeus, which was flourishing at the time at Ephesus in Asia Minor. How could the lowly and obscure crucified Jesus possibly compete with the splendid Artemis and her temple at Ephesus, one of the ancient Wonders of the World? Only if He Himself were God and the Son of God. Ergo, add an appropriate phrase to that effect to the prologue of the Gospel of John and make Jesus God!
All this would be laughable if it were not so sad—and if the stakes for the faith were not so high. It would certainly appear, though, that the faith of the Church is being challenged by scholars far beyond the ranks of the Jesus Seminar; the faith of the Church is evidently being equally challenged by some of the scholars supposedly within the Church's own ranks.
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Setting Scholars Straight about the Bible
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The Jesus Seminar
http://www.ewtn.com/library/THEOLOGY/SEMINAR.htm
By George William Rutler 

With the virtual collapse of the university as a center for intelligence about God, much residual theological discourse has relocated to think tanks. But it is like changing the great leviathans of the deep into goldfish in an aquarium. That was my impression of something called a "Jesus Seminar," which has become a perverse media event. While the saga of Salman Rushdie seems to inhibit anyone from holding a "Mohammed Seminar," the press regularly marks the major Christian feasts with accounts of experts casting lots to decide what Jesus really said. 

Three major news magazines did it this past Easter season. One should feel guilty about letting these journals set the agenda for theological discourse, or for any discourse, for that matter. C. S. Lewis thought that the reading of any magazine was bad for one's English (he died before the advent of CRISIS). It cannot be better for one's theology. But what is not said says it all: The face of Jesus on the cover of a secular magazine sells more copies than the image of anyone else who has ever lived.

On April 8, 1996, Time featured a split image of the Holy Face. Thirty years before, to the day, it ran the picture-less cover: "Is God Dead?" As a student in New York back then, I was fascinated by the way a glossy magazine could send such a chill down the vestigial spines of so many theologians. The fact that Christ appears on the cover now, albeit drawn by some Eutychian in Time's art department, may underlie the anxiety of those who gamble for the seamless garment of the man whose words they largely dismiss.

They would have to believe that something so unscientific as casting lots in a California resort hotel two thousand years after the event is more reliable than listening to the voices of those who had first been part of the event, like the one who made a concluding point: "This is the disciple who is bearing witness to these things, and who has written these things; and we know that his testimony is true." A spokesman for the Jesus Seminar, who rejects the entire Fourth Gospel but says his own testimony is true, claims that he left the priesthood and took a wife as the result of inconsistencies in the Synoptics. By a similar reasoning, any Shakespeare scholar should drop all his incongruent folios and take a whole harem.

Nothing is new about remarking the lack of science in pseudo-science about the Scriptures. The Catholic modernists, Loisy and Tyrrell, blind to their own flaws, saw the cracks in German historical criticism in the nineteenth century. Martin Kahler had seen the same earlier when he distinguished between the historical Jesus and the historic (that is, suprahistorical) Christ. But that was just another variation of the Kantian mood that, along with Hegelianism and Romanticism, became the mental ether of the age. At least Kahler challenged the inculturated presumption of subjective historical critics. In a winter term lecture at the University of Berlin in 1899, the erudite Adolf Harnack would boast: "The Germans mark a stage in the history of the Universal Church. No similar statement can be made of the Slavs."

At the time, a ten-year-old boy in Austria, already hoping for an artistic career, knew nothing of this; but he would find useful resources in those advanced cultural notions when he became Führer of the Third Reich. In 1909, even Albert Schweitzer could write: "nowhere save in the German temperament can there be found in the same perfection the living complex of conditions and factors—of philosophical thought, critical acumen, historical insight, and religious feeling—without which no deep theology is possible."
Spurious Scholarship

We are not superior for seeing through the sentimental unwinding of the nineteenth century that gave us the Teutonic Christ. We may be more culpable at the end of the twentieth century for replacing that stolid modernity with a capricious post-modernity, and coming up with a Californian Christ who sounds like a hybrid of Ralph Nader and Maya Angelou. 
Whimsy builds upon whimsy, and we are told with half-concealed pathos that Judas was not a betrayer, and that this "Jesus-Lite" had several siblings noticed in the past only by a few Nestorians. This passes as scholarship in the Flamingo Resort Hotel in Santa Rosa.

The panelists there took seriously the apocryphal Gospel of Thomas, while ignoring recent paleographical evidence for dating some canonic texts earlier than the year 70 (including Matthean material, if the Magdalen College papyrus fragments are substantive). Dr. John A. T. Robinson, whose name was almost synonymous with the "Death of God" controversy, even argued in his last years for a radically earlier date for the Johannine texts. But he is dead, and officially dead people do not attend the Jesus Seminar.

Thoughtful Latin stoics and Semitic Sadducees would not have considered the Jesus discovered in the Flamingo Resort Hotel worth killing. It is sobering, however, to consider that the president of the United States said that he prayed deeply before vetoing the ban on partial-birth abortions. Perhaps the Jesus of the Jesus Seminar is the sort of Messiah who hears such prayers from the White House and replies in mellow tones, "OK."

This brings to mind that nun who a few years ago said of a genially beclouded prelate: "He affirmed me in my OK-ness." The pervasive inarticulateness of our times surely has roots in the philosophical autism of which that poor woman was a lurid example. The problem has become too widespread to be noticed by many. It has conditioned a quest for the historical Jesus that is less like a Victorian expedition to a dark continent and more like a sensitivity session. This is not to say that the historical Jesus is elusive. He is the measure of historical meaning. The Incarnation is the template of all births and deaths. The historical Jesus is not the problem; the subjectivity of the quest is. Schweitzer noticed that his own teachers had tended to fabricate the Lord in accordance with their own character.

Sometimes liturgical revisionists cast their own lots as languidly as any dilettante in a Jesus Seminar by purging from the lectionary references to Satan, the order between husbands and wives, the Fatherhood of God, and the hard sayings about fire and flesh. Or some may take on the cheerful task of suburbanizing the whole Gospel, like the "Contemporary English Version" of the American Bible Society that greets the entry of Jesus on Palm Sunday with the refrain, "Hooray for God in heaven above!"
Logic of Logos

God seeks man and finds him hiding behind a tree. In the Upper Room he comes to men who are huddled in confusion, and from the shore he calls to men pulling empty nets—scenic icons of his appeal to postmodern man on the edge of a nameless age. When a novice asked how to find God, a mature monk answered, "Open your eyes." Two figures in dazzling apparel asked the women at the tomb, "Why do you seek the living among the dead?" At the Ascension, two similarly dressed figures asked, "Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into heaven?" It is hard at the end of this millennium to admit that these figures have pure intelligence, for we had hoped that by this time we might have it. But we can listen to those who do have it, and they say that Christ is not an artifact. He comes into history as history, and is discerned by locating the self of his events. "But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things shall be yours as well."

Precisely in obedience to this logic of the Logos, St. Augustine said that the Scriptures tell how to go to heaven, not how the heavens go. And so, too, in the encyclical Divino Afflante Spiritu, Pius XII distinguished the levels of interpretation according to literary genres: discursive, allegorical, analogical, and so forth. All of which may seem esoteric if one dismisses more texts out of hand. Textual criticism is semantic embroidery outside the communal grace of ecclesial life, for talk about the historical Jesus is chatter unless it starts with talk to Jesus at our moment in history, which is prayer. The Church's teaching on scriptural inspiration is part of this divine commerce, a teaching that is most importantly expressed in the Church's prayer, the Liturgy.

In Mystici Corporis, Pius XII condemned the proposition of contradictions between the external juridical elements and internal mystical elements in the life of the Church. In 1907, Tyrrell had indeed posited that dichotomy. He used as an example the spirituality of St. Bernard of Clairvaux, whose combination of scholasticism and mysticism was to the modernist like oil and water. A certain will-o'-the-wisp renewal in contemporary Church life has proceeded on this analysis, animated by the "transcendental Thomists" who effectively manipulated liturgies and catechesis, in an internal Kulturkampf more destructive than any external assault in the annals of Christianity.

I suspect that men are being ordained to the priesthood today who have never read a single sentence of the Second Council of Orange. If they had, they might be more aware that the critical issues that seem novel have had a long past and have been addressed by better minds. Both Vatican Councils alluded to this economy, and so did the seminal encyclicals on exegesis: Leo XIII's Providentissimus Deus of 1893, and Pius XII's Humani Generis of 1953. They witnessed to this crucial rubric the appearance of contradictions in inspired texts is evidence of contradictions in our cognitive faculties, and the right use of reason requires that higher criticism acknowledge this.
The Brief Record of Jesus

The brevity of historical records about Jesus is a natural argument for their authenticity. This includes extra-canonical witness, like Polycarp's testimony from John recorded by Irenaeus. Legends would be more detailed because the gods of legends are invented: Much of the best pagan literature is poetic detail about the gods. This is also the case with early Christian apocryphal texts; and it is precisely because of the Church's historical sense that she has relegated these to the class of apocrypha. In contrast, the appearance of Christ, and many of his sayings, are taken for granted in the canonical texts and not mentioned, precisely because he is granted to the human intelligence, and not invented by it. 
The Book of the Acts of the Apostles is a major, and in many ways unique, advance in classical historical narrative. Its attention to facts should humble the social historians and psycho-biographers of our generation. But it is familiar with Jesus the way ideologues are not.

So its record of his worth and the apostolic response to them is biographical chiefly as a biography of the Church. It does not conjure up a historic Christ in suprahistorical counterpoint to any historical Jesus. The Church rejoins from experience: "Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of God; consider the outcome of their life, and imitate their faith. Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever." He who is and will be is none other than he who was.

The evangelists are conscious that their own lives are determined by this mystery, so they do not write their "own" gospels. There really is no warrant for speaking of "Matthew's Gospel" or "Luke's Gospel" as you might speak of "Euclid's Theorem" or "More's Utopia." There is one Gospel, that of Jesus, written "according" to them. The Book of the Acts is an astonished reflection of Christians on how "the outcome of their life" is not a federation of lives, but the singular life of Christ alive in them as the Church. This kind of astonishment is a switch from the bewilderment of those who had walked with Jesus toward Jerusalem, becoming faint of heart. Subjective criticism apart from the Paschal mysteries will always be relegated to that mental state.

On those who stay with him along the road, the Lord confers an authenticity that they did not have. This is Christ's search for the historical man. Man is historical in Adam; he becomes historic in Christ. Those who died in Adam become alive in Christ by drinking of Christ's cup and being baptized with his baptism. Once the Word is made flesh, the flesh of the Word is more than words. He is the articulation of personality. Saul becomes Paul on the Damascus Road when he realizes that in the lives he is persecuting is the life of Christ. For Christ does not speak of "them" but of "me" when he speaks of the Church.

In this new realism follow pastoral letters, not syllogisms. And the baptized speak of this reality to palpable people straining to be more real themselves. When Paul speaks without trembling before Gallio, he speaks before the brother of Seneca who, as a Cynic, lived only as half a man by philosophy. But even half a man, if he cannot shed light, can cast a shadow. Not one of these characters is a mere symbol. Recently, when lecturing outside Rome along the Appian Way, all my rambling words were the weakest commentary on what historic Peter and Paul had reconciled themselves to as they walked on those historical stones.
How Confusion Travels

Here is the sacred tradition at work and not nostalgia, eschatology and not ideology. The Gospel, after all, issues in a Book of Acts and not a Book of Ideas. Ideas, however, can usurp acts when the ego mimes reality. Not unlike biblical critics of his day, Nietzsche crowed about a "sixth sense," which was the "historical sense" only developed by the human race in the nineteenth century. He went mad; but there are those who, after the wreckage of a whole moral slum of a century, still invoke his sixth sense in Jesus Seminars and the like. All this would be delicate academic nonsense were it not for a couple of world wars and the lakes of blood flooded by the post-Kantian fantasy that denied reality. It is our age of revisionist history, and not the apostolic age, that should be on trial. Of all the lines Jesus spoke, which dull minds and heavier hearts would rather think he had not spoken, there is none more awful than the question that sounds in decibels louder than ever: "Have I been with you so long, and yet you do not know me?"

On another recent trip, I saw tourists riding past the chateaux of the Loire on their way to see the plaster castle of that cultural Chernobyl: Euro Disney. There Eleanor of Aquitaine abdicates in favor of Cinderella. And as I said Mass in the cathedral of Rheims, I had the impression that there were some visitors there for whom Joan of Arc was Ingrid Bergman and who, if they saw Margaret Mary Alacoque and Catherine Labouré in their glass coffins, could not tell them from Sleeping Beauty. The capacity of older cultures for memorization and accurate oral tradition has evaporated.

From our new low vantage point, it is assumed that Christians, and especially Christian saints, have twisted history, even when Christianity gave culture the elements of historical science and the essential reason for wanting to know history, just as it gave the impetus for the inductive methods of physical science. And this we are told by a collapsing culture, 90 percent of those latest Bachelors of Arts have read no classical history and have no language other than an idiomatic corruption of their own. Yet Bernadette Soubirous was so simple and straightforward that she asked her Lady to write down her name and handed her a pen to do it; a modern Jesus Seminar has too much guile to be that graphic.

The plain Christian veneration for sacred sites, pilgrimages, and relics testifies to its information of places and things. Some still mock this, but a residual sense of place and character perdures. Those who might wink at the archeology of Helena or Etheria make a business of tourism, if not to the City of David, then to the City of Disney. The Pearl of Great Price may be neglected, but there are those who pay six-figure sums at Sotheby's for a celebrity's fake pearls.
Words False and True

In this moment we suffer from a logjam of words about the Word. When hope is alive, heart will speak to heart, as St. Francis de Sales prayed it might. That is how the Sacred Heart must surely have spoken to the Immaculate Heart, in some of the most certain unwritten words of Jesus. Some critics may have lost heart for the words of Jesus because of the way Christians speak his words. Translators may understandably be vexed in trying to combine accuracy with vitality, but in the effort, opportunities can be lost.
For example, the profundity of the encyclical Evangelium Vitae, like so many grand documents, was done a disservice by the translation into English, which describes the Garden of Eden as a place of "harmonious inter-personal relationships." In 1994, priests around the world received the superb Directory on the Ministry and Life of Priests, but the translation told the toiling shepherds: "Pastoral charity constitutes the internal and dynamic principle capable of uniting the multiple and diverse pastoral activities of the priest and, given the socio-cultural and religious context in which he lives, is an indispensable instrument for drawing men to a life in grace." If the historical Jesus had spoken that way on the Galilean shore, I doubt that Peter would ever have left the socio-cultural and religious context in which he lived and made it to the socio-cultural and religious context of Rome.

It is not strange, then, that the sheep are scattered on a thousand hills and that there is some question whether Jesus really did speak of heavenly things. If man would speak of love in lovely arabesques, he must <will to love.> "He who does not love me does not keep my sayings; and the word which you hear is not mine, but the Father's who sent me." It cannot be clearer than that in this world, unless what passes for clarity is the agreeable myopia of some historical critics. Someone remarked when told that David Hume was clear: "Shallows are clear." Those are the shallows in which people at unlovely Jesus Seminars paddle.

All history is the Emmaus Road. Two men two thousand years ago were conducting their own Jesus Seminar on it, until Jesus himself took over. "What is this conversation which you are holding with each other as you walk?" The next millennium will be shaped by the answer this age gives him. We have less excuse than those first pedestrians for giving a pedestrian reply. God is merciful, but the mercy is twin to justice.

As Arius was judged the day before he intended to force sanction for his contempt of the Word, the twentieth century should expect no less. If reparation is not made, there will come upon churches as well as nations a darkness and sorrow such as the world has not known. In that bleakness, which is already a culture of death, no Californian Christ will appear, but only the terrible beauty of the Most Holy and Undivided Trinity.

Rev. George W. Rutler is a priest of the Archdiocese of New York. His book on epistemology is Christ and Reason (Christendom Press).

This article was taken from the September 1996 issue of "Crisis" magazine.
The Jesus Seminar: The Slippery Slope to Heresy

http://www.watchman.org/reltop/slipslop.htm
By Craig Branch

Any relativizing of Scripture, not only undermines "the faith once and for all delivered," but will inevitably, if not corrected, lead to blatant heresy. This is true regardless of one's religious background. Those who lose faith in the Bible ultimately and naturally lose their other Christian beliefs as well. Having lost the rudder of a trustworthy Bible, they usually drift toward cultic doctrine. This is most tragic in the case of individuals and churches who were once committed to an orthodox course.

Discernment ministries like Watchman Fellowship are involved in the ongoing work of counter-cult apologetics. Historically, this work has been mostly concerned with the doctrinal implications of cult beliefs with some adjunct attention to cult methodology. A common characteristic of cult leadership and development is a deficient or twisted view of Scripture, normally expressed as possessing extra-Biblical authority.

Satan's subtle attack on the authority of God's word began with the first Adam in the garden as he questioned, "Yea, hath God said" (Genesis 3:1). Having succeeded, he tried the same tactic against the second Adam, Jesus Christ, in the wilderness. This time he tried to twist Scripture to tempt Jesus. Yet Jesus answered every time with the authoritative Word of God (Luke 4:10-12).
Cults and Scripture Twisting

The New Testament describes the distinguishing characteristics of a pseudo-Christian cult. Doctrinally, cultism is described as "damnable heresies" (2 Peter 2:1). Significantly the Bible indicates that many false teachers will actually have their beginning in orthodoxy, but will depart from the faith, twist the Scripture, produce false arguments, introduce fatal heresies, and end up presenting a different Jesus and a different gospel (Acts 20:28-31; 2 Peter 2:1-5; 3:16; 2 Corinthians 11:3-5, 13-15).

Jesus initially warned against those who call themselves Christian but are false teachers, describing them as wolves in sheep's clothing (Matthew 7:15). Or did He? Today there are a growing number who call themselves Christian teachers (or "scholars") who challenge that statement. Recently the media began promoting this new brand of "Christian scholars" who claim Jesus never warned of "wolves in sheep's clothing." Further, they insist that Jesus never said 82% of the other sayings the New Testament attributes to Him.

These "scholars" maintain that the New Testament was a product of later men humanly developing doctrine as they attempted to carve out a new religion (Christianity Today, 25 April 1994, p. 30).
Who are these false teachers?

These are not Mormon scholars from Brigham Young University or Jehovah's Witnesses from the Watchtower's New World Translation Committee. It is a group of academicians calling themselves the Jesus Seminar. These scholars represent the latest incarnation of liberalism, modernism, and neo-orthodoxy, in many cases hatched in the churches and seminaries of mainline Christian denominations. The Jesus Seminar is not really novel. It is little more that warmed over nineteenth century German rationalism.

What is new is the amount of press coverage these notions are receiving. In effect the media's coverage of the Jesus Seminar has taken these liberal ideas out of the seminary and university classrooms and placed them into America's shopping malls and living rooms. Folks who have never heard of Rudolph Bultmann or Friedrich Schleiermacher are inviting them into their homes in the guise of the latest Christian scholarship.
"Thus Saith the Lord" or "Hath God Said?"

The gradual shift from the inerrancy, infallibility, and authority of Scripture to the current state has been a complex historical process. The results of this digression has been a measurable degeneration and apostasy in many mainline Christian churches. Membership in these churches has significantly declined and American culture has shifted from a Judeo-Christian base to a humanistic, New Age, relativistic one, with increasing moral decline.

The growth of heterodoxy (heresy) grows best under certain conditions which enhance the mutations. The foundational departure creating a toxic dump for the growth of the weeds of this apostasy began over a hundred and fifty years ago in the early nineteenth century.

Social Darwinism's influence spread into many academic areas, including many seminaries. The rationalism of the Enlightenment began to dominate New Testament scholarship, especially in Germany. Evolution and scientism naturally challenged Biblical accounts of creation, miracles, and the supernatural (Christianity Through the Centuries, Cairns, p. 426).

German scholastics Wellhausen and Graf posited a theory that the Pentateuch was not written by Moses but evolved and was compiled from four different sources or traditions due to stylistic and content differences present.

This theory plus the philosophical ideas of Immanuel Kant greatly influenced the direction of liberalism and the science of textual criticism (Ibid., pp. 410-412). The area of textual criticism that has become mainstream in liberalism and neo-orthodoxy is called the historical-critical method.

The historical-critical method uses several approaches. Literary (source) criticism, form criticism, and redaction criticism are the most popular (see extended definitions in the Glossary of Liberal Theological Terms).

A primary example of this approach can be seen in what the liberals term "the Synoptic Problem." Some theologians see a problem in the fact that the Matthew, Mark, and Luke texts in the gospels have a number of very similar and some different accounts in them.

The assumption is that they either copied each other or from an unnamed, undiscovered text (i.e., the mysterious, phantom "Q" document), or that some editors (redactors) compiled oral stories much later and attributed them to the disciples (Is There a Synoptic Problem?, p. 10). Many speculations that books of the Bible were written much later than claimed, or that there were many mythological events recorded in the Bible, were destroyed with a multitude of archeological discoveries verifying the historicity, as well as many thousands of manuscript discoveries dating very close to the original autographs of the New Testament.

In summary, the basic principles of the liberal historical-critical theory is the presupposition or a priori assumption that supernatural revelation from God as objective propositional truths is inconceivable to the critical intellect. God is excluded from consideration from the start. Biblical accounts are assumed to contain only man's evolving thoughts about God. Therefore God's word cannot be understood apart from careful use of hypothetical constructs of "scientific" critical approaches (Historical Criticism of the Bible, pp. 84-85). 
The Jesus Seminar

For the past seven years, the popular press has been feeding the minds of the world sensationalistic progress reports of the "Jesus Seminar." The Jesus Seminar is the product of Robert Funk and the Westar Institute in California. Co-chaired by the liberal Catholic scholar John Crossan, the Jesus Seminar is composed of 77 "scholars," who according to Funk represent "a unique collaborative effort by scholars from a wide array of fields and academic institutions, experts in New Testament, archaeology, Greek language, ancient culture, who came to a consensus, free of ecclesiastical constraints and religious control concerning the search for the authentic words of Jesus" (The Lutheran Witness, April 1994, p. 3).

Amidst much fanfare, their efforts have culminated in the production of a book called The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus. Self-promoted as the "Scholar's Version," it purports to provide readers with the words that Jesus did say, written in red, the words He possibly said in pink, the doubtful in gray; and the black for certainly unauthentic (Birmingham Post-Herald, 26 February 1994, p. C4).

This alleged consensus indicates that out of 503 sayings of Jesus in the Gospels, only 31 were authentic, 200 were possibly authentic and the rest were doubtful (30%) or completely unauthentic (24%) (Birmingham News, 18 March 1991, p. 28).
Incredibly, they claim that no verse in John is authentic, with the sole exception of John 4:44, which rates pink.

The admitted publicity-seeking showmen have been aided and abetted by the press with headlines all across American papers like, "Most of Jesus' words ghostwritten," "Jesus probably didn't recite Lord's Prayer, Scholars say," "Some Scholars say Christianity should expand settled texts," "Gospels not Jesus' words," "Group rules out 80% of Jesus' words," "Scholars hammering out new Bible, more debate." Unfortunately, The Five Gospels was heralded by a feature story on National Public Radio and John Crossan appeared on The Larry King Show (First Things, May 1994, p. 43).
The Gospel of Thomas

The "fifth" gospel the Jesus Seminar is promoting is the Gospel of Thomas, although they also state that the hypothetical "Q" source should be included (Washington Post, 19 February 1994, p. A1). The participants in the Jesus Seminar followed the historical-critical (theological) approach to voting on the sayings of Jesus which begins on the faulty presuppositions of literary, form and redaction theories (see Glossary).

The claim of this "scholarship" is that "whether Jesus actually said something or not does not touch the question of faith claims about Jesus as being true or not." So says Lutheran (ELCA) seminar participant, Dr. Arland Jacobson (Vine and Branches, Spring 1994, p. 1).

This is an amazingly naive statement, but consistent with a liberal existentialist view. More realistic (although equally incorrect) are co-chair John Crossan's views as he concludes that Jesus never claimed deity and the later followers' deification of Him was "akin to the worship of Augustus Caesar." Also, this historical-critical approach concludes that Jesus' birth in Bethlehem, His burial and resurrection were "pure fiction" and "wishful thinking." Crossan believes that the body of Jesus was probably just consumed by dogs (Ibid.).

Seminar member Dr. Marcus Borg of Oregon State University stated of Jesus, "We're making him a Buddha-like figure, not just another philosopher but a really big one" (Ibid.).
Responding to Scholars

After criticism by the evangelical community began, seminar members defended their approach, "But it is the scholarship that is being taught in seminaries to future ministers. It is not some far-out brand of scholarship that doesn't represent a pretty wide scholarly consensus" (Ibid.). The answer to this is that they are only telling a half-truth. Yes, most liberal arts college religion departments and many mainline seminaries are victims of the liberal and neo-orthodox movements. But to say that this means that it isn't "far-out," or that the seminar represents a "wide scholarly consensus" is badly misleading.

Dr. Richard Hays, New Testament professor at Duke Divinity School (certainly not the bastion of conservatism) has written a very strong critical analysis of the Jesus Seminar and its product, The Five Gospels. He writes that the seminar was "sponsored by not one of the major scholarly societies such as the Studiorum Novi Testamenti Societas or the Society of Biblical Literature." Also, he observes that "This self-selected group, though it includes several fine scholars, does not represent a balanced cross section of scholarly opinion. Furthermore, the criteria for judgment that are employed are highly questionable" (First Things, May 1994, p. 44).

Dr. D.A. Carson, New Testament professor at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, notes that "one of the most striking features of the press releases of (Funk's) Westar Institute" is that "the words "scholars" and "scholarly" are almost always attached to the opinions of the Jesus Seminar and detached from (the opinions of) all others" (Christianity Today, 25 April 1994, p. 30). Carson writes that the "doctrinal redaction criticism" approach is "repeatedly criticized."

Carson states that to say Jesus, a first century Jewish man must not sound like his disciples or contemporaries, that his sayings must by nature be idiosyncratic; or to say that Jesus' sayings must not sound like the older churches views, "is to assume that the most influential man in history never said anything that the church believed, cherished and passed on is blatantly reductionistic" (Ibid., p. 32).

Carson, whose Ph.D. is from Cambridge University and who is a member of every prestigious, scholarly society including the Evangelical Theological Society concludes, "for all its scholarly pretension, the Jesus Seminar is not addressing scholars. It is open grab for the popular mind, for the mass media" (Ibid., p. 33).

Joel Belz, editor of World magazine, observes that a review of the sayings attributed to Jesus and the ones which are not reveal how "loaded the project was" with "social engineers" with a doctrinal, not theological social agenda (World, 25 December 1993, p. 3).

Dr. Jacob Neusner, professor of religion studies at the University of South Florida "refers to the Jesus Seminar as `the greatest scholarly hoax since the Piltdown Man'" (The Lutheran Witness, April 1994, p. 5). The great Oxford University scholar N.T. Wright deems the seminar's findings a "freshman mistake" and notes that recent books denying the Biblical accounts of Christ as well as the Jesus Seminar have no credible explanation as to the willingness of obviously sane, reasonable, and extremely ethical disciples and followers of Christ to be willing to die for the cause based on the resurrection of Jesus (Christianity Today, 13 September 1993, pp. 22-26).

Bruce Schuchard, Ph.D. in New Testament studies from Union Theological Seminary writes that "the Jesus Seminar 'findings' are nothing new. What is new is all the attention they've gotten. For one thing, not all scholars entertain such pessimistic views of the historical reliability of the Scriptures."
He concludes answering a rhetorical question; can we believe in what Jesus said in John 2:19 and the Scriptures' reporting of the event of the historical resurrection? "Absolutely! And so we too, shall rise from the dead and live eternally in paradise, just as He was raised and lives and reigns in glory for ever and ever!" (op. cit., The Lutheran Witness). Is the Jesus Seminar satisfied and done? No, Westar's Funk has now called for a Canon Council to meet jointly with the Jesus Seminar over several years to "discuss whether the Book of Revelation should be retained as part of the New Testament, in view of the recent tragic events in Waco, Texas, and the rising abuse of the last book of the New Testament" (Christianity Today, 25 April 1994, p. 33).

Watchman Fellowship is an independent, nondenominational Christian research and apologetics ministry focusing on new religious movements, cults, the occult and the New Age.
What is the Jesus Seminar?

http://www.gotquestions.org/Jesus-seminar.html
The "Jesus Seminar" was begun by New Testament "scholar" Robert Funk in the 1970s. It was Funk's desire to rediscover the "historical Jesus" that was hidden, he believed, behind almost 2000 years of Christian traditions, myths, and legends. The Jesus Seminar was created to examine the biblical gospels and other early Christian literature to discover who Jesus truly was and what He truly said. The Jesus Seminar was (and still is) comprised almost entirely of individuals who deny the inspiration, authority, and inerrancy of the Bible. The agenda of the Jesus Seminar is not to discover who the historical Jesus was. Rather, the purpose of the Jesus Seminar is to attack what the Bible clearly says about who Jesus is and what He taught.
The crowning publication of the Jesus Seminar is a work that goes through the four biblical gospels and the gospel of Thomas and proceeds to determine what Jesus truly said and taught. It divides Jesus' words from the gospels into categories based on how likely it is that Jesus truly said them. Words in red indicate words that Jesus most likely said. Words in pink represent words that Jesus possibly said. Words in grey indicate words that Jesus likely did not say, but are close to what He might have said. Words in black represent words that Jesus definitely did not say. It is interesting to note that in this work from the Jesus Seminar there are more words in black than in red, pink, and grey combined. Almost the entire gospel of John is in black. It is also interesting that the gospel of Thomas is given a significantly higher percentage of red and pink words than the biblical gospels. It is absolutely ridiculous, even offensive, to think that a group of "scholars" today can more accurately determine what Jesus did and did not say than the authors of the gospels, who wrote in the same century in which Jesus lived, taught, died, and was resurrected.
The "scholars" of the Jesus Seminar do not believe in the deity of Christ, the resurrection of Christ, the miracles of Christ, or the substitutionary atonement death of Christ. Perhaps most significantly, they deny that the Holy Spirit is the author of all Scripture (2 Timothy 3:16-17), having moved the minds and hands of all the writers (2 Peter 1:20-21). Since the Jesus Seminar does not believe these Christian doctrines, they relegate anything that Jesus says in support of them as "black." Essentially, the agenda of the Jesus Seminar is, "I do not believe Jesus is God, so I am going to remove anything that records Jesus saying or teaching that He is God from the gospels." The claim that the purpose of the Jesus Seminar is to "discover the historical Jesus" is false and misleading. The true purpose of the Jesus Seminar is to promote the Jesus that the Jesus Seminar believes in instead of the Jesus of the Bible.

Lord’s Prayer 'totally Jewish,' says US theological expert http://www.jpost.com/International/Article.aspx?ID=195460&R=R1 

LOS ANGELES, November 15, 2010 The Lord’s Prayer, widely considered to under gird the foundation of Christianity, "is utterly, totally, fully Jewish -- there’s nothing in it that is particularly Christian," a theological expert said.
John Dominic Crossan, a former Catholic priest and now professor at DePaul University, articulates this thesis in the latest of his 26 books, "The Greatest Prayer: Rediscovering the Revolutionary Message of the Lord's Prayer," released last week by HarperOne. Crossan is one of the foremost theological interpreters of the historical Jesus.
The opening words of the Lord’s Prayer are, "Our Father, who art in Heaven," and the first two words are key to Crossan’s reinterpretation. In traditional Christian thinking, the prayer is seen as establishing a relationship between the individual petitioner and God, but Crossan takes a different view in his book and in recent media interviews. Within the context of Judaism in the 1st century CE, the term "Father," or "Abba" in Aramaic, would connote a householder who must provide equally for all members of his family, according to Crossan. In that sense, God is "The Big Householder in the Sky" who exercises "distributive justice" and who would be appalled by the huge discrepancy between rich and poor, Crossan argues.
That concept "reflects the radical vision of justice that is the core of Israel’s biblical tradition," Crossan writes. "The Lord’s Prayer comes from the heart of Judaism to the lips of Christianity."
There is "a huge discrepancy between what most people think Christianity is really about and what Jesus thinks Christianity is really about," Crossan said in an interview with the Religion News Service.
Crossan is an old hand at questioning Christian dogma and is one of the founders of the Jesus Seminar, a liberal Christian group. The Seminar has proposed that many of the miracles attributed to Jesus did not occur, at least not as written in the New Testament, and that Jesus did not physically rise from the dead. 
Jesus Who?

http://www.letusreason.org/Apolo18.htm
Maybe you saw the recent Peter Jenning's two-hour Prime-time TV special on June 26 titled "The Search for Jesus". It was to focus on the historical evidence of Jesus’ life and times. Jennings started the program with a statement of decent intentions. "We tried to be respectful of what people believe. After all, all but the most skeptical believe that Jesus actually lived." Jennings said the "Search for Jesus” was “one of the most enriching experiences of my journalistic life ...as we have gone in search for what we can know about Jesus the man."
Sounds hopeful, however immediately after, he began to assassinate the integrity of the Gospel accounts and the inerrancy of the Scriptures. This was through the help of the scholars of the Jesus Seminar. Speaking of the Gospel writers, Jennings stated, "It is pretty much agreed they were not eye witnesses." Agreed by whom? Those who have a bias, and an agenda! This is not the conclusion of any of the world’s leading biblical scholars. But it is held by a select group of liberal rogue scholars whom he picked to interview. Jennings knew he would infuriate Christians who hold to the Scripture as infallible, so I don’t think he is as innocent as we would want to believe.

Who were these scholars? The Jesus seminar gang of liberal thugs, who want everyone to disbelieve the Bible as a literal message from God our creator to His people. It became apparent that Jennings chose to include only their slanted view for his program. Many of these "self named" scholars gave the impression that they represent mainstream Christianity, but they have no idea what Christianity is, nor who Christ is. The Jesus Seminar is referred to as the 74 "scholars" representing the cutting edge of biblical scholarship. Much like the 70 of the Sanhedrin of Jesus’ day. To be a scholar is more than having a degree from some school. I would add that it counts where the degree came from. None of these men received a degree from conservative Bible schools. Almost half of them come from liberal schools, Harvard, Claremont, and Vanderbilt, and that should tell it all.

The Jesus Seminar has received extensive coverage over the years in such periodicals as Time, Newsweek, U.S. News and World Report, and again on the platform of network television deceiving millions with their "great" unbelief. What they do believe is that Christianity is founded on blind faith, not evidence.

Jennings "search for Jesus" intentionally ignored the testimony of eyewitnesses that have been accepted for nearly 2,000 years. The Apostle John wrote that they were witnesses seeing with their eyes and declaring what they heard to us (1 Jn.1:3). The Apostle Paul has encouraged the ancient people of the day to question those who were still alive about Jesus’ resurrection (1 Cor.15). The Jesus Seminar does not. They stand in the place of the eyewitnesses to ruin everything they lived and died for. Paul argued if Christ has not rise from the dead, He and the other Apostles were liars, they have no faith and are the worst of all men for promoting a lie (1 Cor.15:12-19). That would be an accurate description of these alleged scholars today. These modern scholars are saying the Apostles were liars, but their lies had good intentions and affected change in people and the world for the better. That’s their logic for you to digest. We should accept the influence of these men because they meant well. Could a lie give us the greatest standard of good in all of mankind’s history? If this great influence for good was all made up, then maybe we can make up a better modern myth to improve ourselves. Maybe a myth like "the Jesus seminar is telling the truth." Paul writes about those who live in the end of time, 2 Thessalonians 2:10: "they will believe the lie because they did not receive the love of the truth," instead of believing the Bible they will believe in myths.

Jennings stated, "We relied on the historians and scholars." These scholars were Paula Fredrikson (Boston University.), John Dominic Crossan (DePaul University), Robert W. Funk (author and founder of the seminar) Marcus Borg (author, Oregon State University), Reverend N.T. Wright (author), Father Jerome Murphy O'Connor, and Marvin Meyer (author). United together they did as much damage as possible in 2 hours to Jesus' life, His ministry, His message, His miracles, and the gospel writers. We should not underestimate the influence of this program as it attracted over 16 1/2 million viewers, and ABC’s website had well over 1 million hits. So anyone who was pursuing anything about Jesus and listened to these men had their search destroyed. This show is now being sold on video to further its influence.

Jennings reporting ignored many qualified scholars that were available for such a program. Reputable scholars that could prove the Scripture’s trustworthiness in various areas! Why weren't scholars who could defend the historical, archaeological and manuscript evidence interviewed? Was it Jennings or someone else that was afraid of their defense of the Scriptures that would topple the liberal agenda? Instead he relied upon certain "scholars" who don't believe the Bible, and elevate themselves as a panel of adjudicators over the Bible, leaving scraps that would not build up the faith of an ant. They had no intention of standing for God’s word.

Why did Jennings avoid the other (conservative) Scholars? Because they are able produce the overwhelming evidence for the truthfulness of the Bible? And they would have no show nor get their view across. Which makes one question if they are really after the truth? Jennings, by not allowing opposing views to be heard proved it was not balanced or fair reporting, but an example of inferior journalism. I think Jennings owes the public another program with those from the other side.

I’m sure there are those who would agree with this program and make the mistake of saying, "finally the truth has come out." After all if Jesus can be taken down a few notches to just a man with good intentions we can all accept that. 
If He had no supernatural acts and the accounts are deemed as mythical legends to preserve a great man, it would fit perfectly with all the other religions teachers. And we would not longer be able to justify any real differences, he would a teacher in line with all the other teachers of religion, and we can all come together as one. Isn’t this what the UN and the media’s goal is? The Jesus Seminar is a group that has been funded partly by Norman Lear. They have spent their time year after year attacking Jesus’ divinity and undermine His integrity; it is usually around Christmas time is when they are featured in the Magazines.

These so-called "biblical scholars" of the Jesus Seminar are the favorites that the media continues to seek to satisfy their questions of the bible. After all if they can disprove publicly what Christianity teaches, their conscience will be able to sleep better at night. From this programs absurd presentation, millions were convinced that the Bible is a collection of myths, no different than Peter Pan. These scholars gave the impression that anyone with the minimum amount of intelligence couldn’t possibly believe the Bible as an accurate record and from God. In this they fulfill the Scripture "For who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has become His counselor?"(Rom.11:34) "Do not boast and lie against the truth. This wisdom does not descend from above, but is earthly, sensual, demonic" (James 3:14-15).

Some of the greatest minds in history (no less equal to modern scholars) claimed that the Bible offers irrefutable proof of its authorship being divine. Many had respect for the Holy bible. To listen to the Jesus seminar is to reject some of the greatest and influential men of American history. These are only a few.

Patrick Henry----"There is a Book worth all other books which were ever printed."
Abraham Lincoln----"This great book... is the best gift God has given to man..."
John Quincy Adams----"Great is my veneration for the Bible."
Charles Dickens---- "The New Testament is the best book the world has ever known or will know."
Daniel Webster---- one of the greatest minds of recent centuries, believed in Christ's virgin birth, His deity, miracles, His dying for our sins and the resurrection.

Cecil B. DeMille---"After more than 60 years of almost daily reading of the Bible, I never fail to find it always new and marvelously in tune with the changing needs every day."
A. M. Sullivan observed, "The cynic who ignores, ridicules, or denies the Bible, spurning its spiritual rewards and aesthetic excitement, contributes to his own moral anemia."
Albert Einstein (1879-1955) said, "Only two things are certain: the Universe and human stupidity; and I'm not certain about the Universe." Einstein realized there was an intelligence that created what we see and not see. Some are still blind to this and think their intelligence eclipses what has already been made. As the saying goes if you're too open minded, your brains will fall out.

The apostle Paul who was one the most schooled and learned men of his time stated, "But the natural man does not receive the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; nor can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned. But he who is spiritual judges all things, yet he himself is rightly judged by no one. For who has known the mind of the Lord that he may instruct Him? But we have the mind of Christ." (1 Cor. 2:14-16) Who’s the WE? Believers. The Jesus seminar seems to want to be the mentors of Scripture showing they do not have the mind of Christ (humility or understanding).
If you go to unbelievers who have never taken the time to look at the archeological, historical or manuscript evidence, would you get a fair portrayal? Would you go to a car mechanic that doesn’t believe there is a difference in cars or parts and have him fix your car. Or ask him detailed questions? What I would like to know is where is the outcry about this influence from famous people that the public knows. I would like to hear from Billy Graham or any of the TV evangelists go public on this. Hank Hanegraaff, Jack Van Impe and James Dobson spoke out against it (Probably some others I did not hear about). We should have an immediate collective response to counter this nonsense. This is a spiritual battle that needs the truth set forth publicly, as peoples eternal destiny is at stake. Jennings owes the public a chance to hear the other side.

Jennings searched for Jesus, but what did he find? Not the Jesus of Scripture. But instead a collection of men who intentionally deny almost all that the bible teaches, and then tell the world what Jesus was really like. They claim to be Christian, but they are the 21st century Christian. One who can pick and choose the lessons and principles and apply them without believing in what Jesus said about himself, sin, man or history, amazing. These are the opinions of men who viewed the Bible as strictly a human document, filled with inconsistencies and error because its origin according to them is from men who wrote it far after Jesus’ time. This was not a fair reporting in any shape or form but was an intentional slam on Christianity. Which seems to be all the more popular way to go today.

In the show on ABC, Jennings said that when Jesus was baptized by John, that Jesus was the only one who saw Heaven open up, the Spirit descend and hear the voice of God. Jennings should read the bible from the one who witnessed this event. In John 1:32-34 John gives testimony of seeing the Spirit descending like a dove from Heaven and lighting upon Jesus (Mt. 3:16). If Jesus was the only one that saw Heaven open up, hear the voice of God and the Spirit, then John was not being truthful and lied breaking the Old Testament law and Jesus’ own teachings? This kind of challenge was consistent in the show and went on ad nauseum.

In the interviews they gave their opinion of the abundant "errors" in the Bible. Why interview such men? There is a reason, to make others’ unbelief as great as theirs. The Jesus Seminar "Scholars" do not start with historical evidence and they make no attempt to prove anything except by their own presuppositions. 
We heard Jennings say over and over again such things like, "Not as the Gospels indicate, but…" But what! 
As the Jesus seminar says! Who are they? Were they there? Imagine seeing a story in the newspaper today and every newspaper in the country carried the same story, and all agreed on its content. It changed the way people lived and conducted their lives. 200 years from now some people get together and say we don’t believe this story happened this way and we are going to challenge all the eyewitnesses and those who said they wrote it. In fact we don’t believe the journalists wrote it, someone else did 30 years after they died. This is exactly what they are proposing for people to believe.
One scholar researched all the writings of the church teachings in the 2nd and 3rd centuries and found the entire New Testament with the exception of 11 verses. Ignatius who lived 70-110 A.D. quoted 15 of the books of the New Testament (he knew who wrote them). If all the manuscripts of the New Testament were destroyed, you could reproduce all but a mere eleven verses of the New Testament from these quotes from the early Church Fathers writings. But they seem to think this does not matter as proof and purposely ignore it.

These were outright assaults on the person of Jesus and the creeds of Christianity. But what can one expect with Robert Funk of "The Jesus Seminar" who suggested that the virgin birth never took place. His replacement view- Jesus may have been the illegitimate son of Mary and the virgin birth was probably a cover up for a Roman soldiers’ rape of Mary. (Where are all the Catholics to protest this one?)

Another point that bothers me was the emphasis often made on Jesus' help for the poor which in some ways sounded more like the intentions of Maitreya the new age Christ than the Jesus of the Scriptures.

These scholars were given free reign to refute the Gospel accounts, without anyone else offering any evidence in defense of the gospel writers positions. It is only their opinion that the Bible couldn't really mean what it says it means, not because of any solid evidence but because they don’t want it to. After all they are regarded to be the modern intelligentsia of our age. I find it interesting that when Christians say Christ is God in the flesh and He is the only way it becomes prejudice and bigotry to other religions, soon to be labeled a hate crime. But when people of notoriety in the media attack the Bible and Jesus there is no public outcry, it is acceptable. People find no prejudice or hate in it and accept what they say as the truth.

These so-called scholars reconstructed Jesus through their own imagination and dismissed the person that the Scriptures portray. This band of rogue scholars claimed that Jesus was a political figure, bent on the overthrow of Rome and the establishment of the kingdom of God in Israel. This is the very opposite of what Jesus intended. "Then those men, when they had seen the sign that Jesus did, said, 'This is truly the Prophet who is to come into the world.' Therefore when Jesus perceived that they were about to come and take Him by force to make Him king, He departed again to the mountain by Himself alone" (John 6:14-15). There was the danger of a revolutionary attempt to make Jesus king, he would have no part of it. In Jesus' own words in the Bible, "My kingdom is not of this world. If My kingdom were of this world, then My servants would be fighting, that I might not be delivered up to the Jews; but as it is, My kingdom is not of this realm" (John 18:36). But then they don’t believe Jesus said these words, how do they know this? They voted on it.

Who are they?

The Jesus Seminar first began there meeting in 1985 where they numbered two hundred; it has shrunk to about 40 participants. Their quest for authentic statements was resolved by voting- using different color beads. In the book The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus they presented their final results of the words that Jesus said. Red indicates passages that "are considered by the Seminar to be close to what Jesus actually said." Pink sayings "less certainly originated with Jesus." Gray passages "are not his, though they contain ideas that are close to his own." Black passages, which are the majority throughout the gospels, "have been embellished or created by his followers, or borrowed from common lore." Some of their methodology that was used for identifying Jesus "authentic" statements were- a direct quote must be short and "punchy" (As if he did not speak for long periods of time). A thought must run against the social and religious grain of the day (Jesus did not disagree with everything said or done). Any prophecy or miracle was immediately deemed invalid (His whole ministry was accompanied by miracles and prophecy). The Jesus seminar clearly has an anti- supernatural bias, they cannot believe in Jesus or a God who created the world out of nothing. The reasoning is that this was all recorded prior to our scientific age. While there are some of their scholars who believe that Jesus actually did perform some miracles; it is dismissed as something mystical and beyond explanation. By holding to a "naturalistic" worldview Jesus is stripped of anything supernatural, and any statements that uphold His divinity. Therefore his followers came to their own conclusions completely isolated from anything He said or did. They make Jesus into a psychologist who relieved people of their fears, phobias, someone who made life’s burden of pain easier to live with. When it came to prayer only two words of the Lord's Prayer were deemed authentic, "Our Father."
Talk about straining a gnat and swallowing a camel! I guess I can't quote that because it's not in the Bible either!

They have tried to find what they call "a historical Jesus," following in the footsteps of 19th century higher criticism. After six years of meetings they cannot say with any certainty that Jesus said anything recorded in any of the Gospels. This is scholarship? Instead of going into the historical accounts of the Bible the Jesus Seminar scholars have cast lots to determine whether what is attributed to Jesus in the Bible are his words or not. By the time they were done they were left with only about 18% of what they currently consider authentic statements of Jesus. I guess now we can vote not only for a political office but what God has said. Wasn’t that the devils line to Eve, He voted that God did not say they would die if they ate of the tree, He was very convincing. Their lot is cast as well. They come to these conclusions because the gospels were not written by eyewitnesses but written well into the 2nd century.
The fact is that not all the liberal scholars side with their view. John A.T. Robertson re-dates the New Testament documents much earlier than most modern liberal scholars. Robertson argued in Re-dating the New Testament that the entire New Testament could have been completed before 70 A.D., which keeps it in the period of the eyewitnesses.

One of the experts Jennings picked to interview was John Dominic Crossan, co-founder of the Jesus Seminar and a former Catholic priest. Crossan's views as he concludes that of Jesus are that He never claimed deity and his followers later deified Him. He concludes that Jesus' birth in Bethlehem, His burial and resurrection are "pure fiction" and "wishful thinking." Is there anything left after this? The resurrection which He has also solved, by proposing that the body of Christ was eaten on the cross by scavenging animals. How absurd when the Romans were watching over him to make sure he was dead and watched Joseph of Arimathea take Jesus’ body away for burial. They even were sent to guard the tomb he was placed in. They rehash claims that have been part of "higher criticism" for over a century, they were refuted then and certainly do no better today, except for the naive. These are all natural assumptions of unspiritual men whose minds are darkened to God’s word.

The day after the Jennings program Crossan joined a moderator on the web to discuss the program.

He was asked why the program "did not include more 'conservative' scholars. Was Peter Jennings' report one-sided?" Crossan answered, "we have always heard the other [conservative] side namely, that everything in the New Testament Bible that can be taken literally must be taken literally. So it was necessary to make a distinction between historical questions and theological questions, both of which are equally valid, but different." Is this true? How many TV programs have interviewed those who hold the Christian faith in a true historical and Scriptural manner? Not only do they misrepresent the Bible but they revise what actually took place. He went on to state, "For example, if I was addressing very conservative scholars, I would ask them this very simple, basic question: Do you or do you not agree with the historical conclusion of the vast majority of contemporary scholars - that Matthew and Luke used as their primary source the Gospel of Mark? That, for example, is basic for me. In other words, as a believing Christian, I consider it that God inspires Matthew and Luke to copy and to change Mark for their new times and new places."
Is what he is describing inspiration? He holds that Mark was first or stated by others a common source they all copied. They have concluded the date is much later than the time period of the apostles, (based on personal opinion and not historical evidence) so the writings cannot be trusted. However the evidence shows the Gospels should be dated early. We know that Paul was alive as recorded in the end of the Book of Acts. The apostle Paul died during the Nero’s persecution in 64 A.D. This means Acts must have been written prior to A.D. 64. We further know that Luke traveled with Paul and wrote his Gospel of Luke and the Book of Acts that began with the church at Pentecost (approximately 30-33 AD) and followed the life of two main apostles Paul and Peter. Luke wrote his gospel before Acts, which places the dates just where true scholars have stated 60-65 A.D.

W. F. Albright, one of the greatest Biblical archaeologist, states, "We can already say emphatically that there is no longer any solid basis for dating any book of the New Testament after AD 80, two full generations before the date between 130 and 150 given by the more radical New Testament critics of today." (William F. Albright, Recent Discoveries in Bible Lands, New York, Funk and Wagnall's, 1955, p. 136). B.B Warfield states, "If we compare the present state of the text of the New Testament with that of no matter what other ancient work, we must...declare it marvelously exact." F.F. Bruce testifies to the accuracy of its historical details. The place names, the geography, the titles of the various public figures are all remarkable in their accuracy and could only have been produced by someone who genuinely was an eye witness of the events, or who had access to those who were.

The Jesus Seminar spearheads the view that is dubbed the "the Synoptic Problem." This is found in the fact that the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke have a number of very similar and some different accounts recorded. The assumption is that they either copied each other or from an unnamed, undiscovered text called "Q" (Q is for Quelle, the German word for "source"). The common relationship of the gospels find their origin in one document that has never been found, called "Q". Many propose Mark’s gospel was first, and Matthew and Luke are rewritten versions of Mark. (John’s gospel is whole other story having 92% unique material). It makes more sense that Matthew was written to the Jews was first (His theme was Jesus the messiah the King of the Jews) since the gentiles were not being saved until years later (Acts 10) and Mark is written to the Gentiles (His theme was Jesus the Messiah- Servant, redeemer). The four Gospels comprise about 46 percent of the New Testament, so if one does damage to the eyewitness accounts the veracity of the rest falls down as well.

The Q theory is a recent development in New Testament studies, the main promoters today are liberals. If one does a comparison there are many sayings in Matthew and Luke that are NOT in Mark, nor in each other. Matthew and Luke have more to the Christ's life story than Mark and sometimes vice versa, each added depth to the teaching of Jesus. They all covered different aspects of his life and present a greater depth together. They propose that the Q sayings are also to be found in the Gospel of Thomas. Thomas is supposed to be similar to what Q was. Luke begins his gospel record by stating his goal: "Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative ... it seemed good to me also ... to write an orderly account for you." Luke was aware of other written (and oral) sources based on eyewitnesses and he used some of these sources to compile his gospel. His concern was to take all the accurate information and put it together in a sequential order (Luke 1:1-4).

Sir William Ramsay, one of the greatest archaeologists who ever lived wrote of Luke the author of the gospel and the book of Acts stating, "Luke is a historian of the first rank; not merely are his statements of fact trustworthy, this author should, be placed along with the very greatest of historians. Luke's history is unsurpassed in respect of its trustworthiness."

No such historical testimony for the existence of a "Q" document it has ever been found. Neither is there a total agreement of what sayings should be in "Q". The majority of historical evidence does not point to Mark (dictated by Peter) as being the first Gospel written.

The gospel of Thomas (called the fifth gospel) has been categorized as unmistakably Gnostic. It is later written and challenges the revealed record of the other gospels. When carefully examined alongside the other gospels and writings it hardly is recognizable as the Words of Christ. There are some similar and exact phrases, but there are others that are so far off that one can only conclude that someone took it upon themselves to add their own flair to it. Here are some examples:

Jesus said: If those who lead you say unto you: Behold, the Kingdom is in heaven, then the birds of the heaven will be before you. If they say unto you: It is in the sea, then the fish will be before you. But the Kingdom is within you, and it is outside of you. When you know yourselves, then shall you be known, and you shall know that you are the sons of the living Father. But if ye do not know yourselves, then you are in poverty, and you are poverty.
Jesus said: Blessed is the lion which the man shall eat, and the lion become man; and cursed is the man whom the lion shall eat, and the lion become man.
Jesus said to his disciples: Make a comparison to me, and tell me whom I am like. Simon Peter said to him: Thou art like a righteous angel. Matthew said to him: Thou art like a wise man of understanding. Thomas said to him: Master, my mouth will no wise suffer that I say whom thou art like. Jesus said: I am not thy master, because thou hast drunk, thou hast become drunk from the bubbling spring which I have measured out. And he took him, went aside, and spoke to him three words. Now when Thomas came to his companions, they asked him: What did Jesus say unto thee? Thomas said to them: If I tell you one of the words which he said to me, you will take up stones and throw them me; and a fire will come out of the stones and burn you up.
In the true Gospel of Matthew 16:16 Peter says the confession, "You are the Christ, the son of the living God." In the Gospel of Thomas the living Jesus confesses that the disciples are Christ’s.

Jesus said to his disciples: "Make me a comparison; tell me what I am like.” Simon Peter said to him: 'you are like a righteous angel.” Matthew said to him: 'you are like a man who is a wise philosopher.” Thomas [represented as the true Gnostic] said to him: “Master, my mouth will not be capable of saying what you are like.” Jesus said [to Thomas]: “I am not your master, because you drank from the bubbling stream which I have measured out.”
Thomas comes to comprehend that he is the spiritual equal of Jesus, his identical twin brother, no less. Thomas is thus the true apostle whom every true Gnostic must follow. And he took him, went aside, and spoke to him three words. Now when Thomas came to his companions, they asked him: What did Jesus say unto thee? Thomas said to them: If I tell you one of the words which he said to me, you will take up stones and throw them me; and a fire will come out of the stones and burn you up.

Simon Peter said to them: "Let Mary go away from us, for women are not worthy of life.” Jesus said: “Lo, I shall lead her, so that I may make her a male, that she too may become a living spirit, resembling you males. For every woman who makes herself a male will enter the kingdom of heaven”
Jesus said: I am the light that is over them all. I am the All; the All has come forth from me, and the All has attained unto me. Cleave a (piece of) wood: I am there. Raise up the stone, and ye shall find me there.
Jesus said: The man aged in his days will not hesitate ask a little child of seven days about the place of life, and he shall live. For there are many first who shall be last, and they shall become a single one.
"Jesus said: No prophet is acceptable in his village; a physician does not heal those who know him." This is not what he said; this is mix of two scriptures. What Jesus said was, "A prophet is not without honor except in his own country, among his own relatives, and in his own house." (Mk.6:4)

Yes there are some similar words and phrases but a closer look will have one reject the authenticity of them. For the whole meaning does not coincide with the other 4 gospels teaching. And we should not forget that Jesus was often quoting the Old Testament to reaffirm His teaching and person. However, it is the gospel of Thomas they use as the criteria for all the other gospels. Despite the evidence that no early church pastors ever quoted from its pages.

These scholars intention is to deconstruct these myths so that the "real" Jesus may be seen (Robert W. Funk, Roy W. Hoover, and the Jesus Seminar, The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus, p. 1-7).

Seminar member Dr. Marcus Borg of Oregon State University has stated of Jesus, "We're making him a Buddha-like figure, not just another philosopher but a really big one." This is supposed to be an improvement on the apostle’s view according to them. After all if He is God we might have to listen and obey what he says.

If one is left with only 18% of Jesus' statements (their own choosing), this means Jesus never said 82% of the other sayings. That is a whole lot of living cut out! In addition they claim Jesus never warned of "wolves in sheep's clothing" (Matthew 7:15). What a setup for their innocence. Ever hear of the story of little red riding hood, it’s quite applicable.

Leader of the Jesus Seminar Marcus Borg makes it clear "I would argue that the truth of Easter does not depend on whether there was an empty tomb, or whether anything happened to the body of Jesus. ... I do not see the Christian tradition as exclusively true, or the Bible as the unique and infallible revelation of God. ... It makes no historical sense to say, ‘Jesus was killed for the sins of the world.’ ... I am one of those Christians who does not believe in the virgin birth, nor in the star of Bethlehem, nor in the journeys of the wise men, nor in the shepherds coming to the manger, as facts of history" (Marcus Borg, Jesus Seminar, Bible Review, December 1992).

Well said, in other words all he has is the title of a Christian but does not believe what Christians believe or practiced. He has an empty profession, a said faith with no power. This is our modern scholars who know so much more than then the eyewitnesses.
Here are some more statements that reflect their scholarship said by the main representative of the Jesus seminar: Robert W. Funk, Architect and Founder of the Jesus Seminar, in a Keynote Address to the Jesus Seminar Fellows in the spring of 1994. Says that Jesus was "a secular sage who satirized the pious and championed the poor ... Jesus was perhaps the first stand-up Jewish comic. Starting a new religion would have been the farthest thing from his mind" (Robert Funk).

"Jesus did not ask us to believe that his death was a blood sacrifice, that he was going to die for our sins."
Hear Jesus’ own words, Matt 26:28: "For this is My blood of the new covenant, which is shed for many for the remission of sins." (Mk.14:24) John the baptizer introduced him as "the LAMB that takes away the sins of the world." Christ fulfilled the blood that was shed for atonement taught in the Old Testament. Luke 9:22: "The Son of Man must suffer many things, and be rejected by the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and be raised the third day"
"Jesus did not ask us to believe that he was the messiah. He certainly never suggested that he was the second person of the trinity. In fact, he rarely referred to himself at all."
John 1:41: "He first found his own brother Simon, and said to him, 'We have found the Messiah' (which is translated, the Christ)." John 4:25-26: "The woman said to Him, 'I know that Messiah is coming' (who is called Christ). 'When He comes, He will tell us all things.' Jesus said to her, 'I who speak to you am He." Mt.16:16: "Peter said thou art the Christ (Messiah the Son of the living God.)"
"Jesus did not call upon people to repent, or fast, or observe the Sabbath. He did not threaten with hell or promise heaven.”
Matt 4:17: "From that time Jesus began to preach and to say, 'Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand'."        Mark 1:15: "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand. Repent, and believe in the gospel."
Matt 11:20: "Then He began to rebuke the cities in which most of His mighty works had been done, because they did not repent."
To say Jesus as a Jew did not observe the Sabbath is too ridiculous a statement to address.

"Jesus did not ask us to believe that he would be raised from the dead.”
Many times Jesus said he would die and rise. In Matt. 17:22-23 Jesus said to them, The Son of Man is about to be betrayed into the hands of men, 23 and they will kill Him, and the third day He will be raised up. Jesus said I am the resurrection and the life, John 20:8-9: Then the other disciple, who came to the tomb first, went in also; and he saw and believed. For as yet they did not know the Scripture, that He must rise again from the dead. Therefore, when He had risen from the dead, His disciples remembered that He had said this to them; and they believed the Scripture and the word which Jesus had said (John 2:22).

“Jesus did not ask us to believe that he was born of a virgin.”

This one they almost have an argument for except for the fact the angel announced this to Mary and Matthew his follower and Luke who compiled the testimony, records the event which gives credence to his unnatural birth.

Matt 1:21-23: And she will bring forth a Son, and you shall call His name Jesus, for He will save His people from their sins. So all this was done that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the Lord through the prophet, saying 'Behold, the virgin shall be with child, and bear a Son, and they shall call His name Immanuel,' which is translated, 'God with us'. The Scripture tells us that a virgin will conceive Isa.7:14 and a son will be given Isa.9:6.

“Jesus did not regard scripture as infallible or even inspired.”
Jesus declares that "the scripture cannot be broken"(Jn.10:35). It can be disbelieved but God will see to it that every word will come to pass whether we like or not. "Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words shall not pass away” (Matthew 24:35). And He began to say to them, "Today this Scripture is fulfilled in your hearing." (Luke 4:21)

"If you abide in My word, you are My disciples indeed. And you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free." (John 8:30-32) Jn.17:7 "His word is truth." Because it was spoken from truth incarnate, God who cannot lie.

They think Jesus never quoted the Old Testament,

What did Jesus quote to the Devil at His temptation in the desert? Jesus said to him, "It is written", three times. "You shall not tempt the Lord your God." (Matt 4:7) No wonder the Jesus seminar doesn’t like the Bible. Actually almost every event Jesus fulfilled, He said "it is written showing that it is fulfilled in the Scriptures." And "have you not read?" (Mt.12:3; 12:5; 19:4; 21:16; 22:31), obviously the Jesus seminar has not. Jesus said, "You err, not knowing the Scriptures." The only Scripture they had was the Old Testament at the time, he put his stamp of approval on it all.

The Jesus Seminar asserts The Bible is filled with contradictions. We can’t know if Jesus rose from the dead or was the Son of God that the Lord's death was "a random act," like a traffic fatality. However, Isaiah clearly explained that the Messiah would be tortured and murdered like a sinner (Is. 53), and would be despised and rejected by his own.

The last several things Jesus said were referring to OT Scripture. As he rode into Jerusalem the last time-John 12:14-16 Then Jesus, when He had found a young donkey, sat on it; as it is written: "Fear not, daughter of Zion; behold, your King is coming, sitting on a donkey's colt." His disciples did not understand these things at first; but when Jesus was glorified, then they remembered that these things were written about Him and that they had done these things to Him.

At his arrest- Mark 14:27-28: Then Jesus said to them, "All of you will be made to stumble because of Me this night, for it is written: 'I will strike the Shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered'. But after I have been raised, I will go before you to Galilee."
After he rose from the dead- Luke 24:46: Then He said to them, "Thus it is written, and thus it was necessary for the Christ to suffer and to rise from the dead the third day."

Dr. D.A. Carson, New Testament professor at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, comments that "one of the most striking features of the press releases of (Funk's) Westar Institute is that the words 'scholars' and 'scholarly' are almost always attached to the opinions of the Jesus Seminar and detached from (the opinions of) all others" (Christianity Today, 25 April 1994, p. 30). These men are not scholars and it would be evident to even a child in grade school that they do not barely believe a word they read. Just because someone studies the Bible doesn't make them a scholar, especially if you don’t believe 90% of what it says. Imagine a doctor practicing medicine and does not believe almost all that he is taught. Who would want to go to him and trust him with their life? If a Doctor made as many mistakes and errors as they did in this program, they wouldn't be called doctors they would have their license revoked. They would be called charlatans. You wouldn’t go to a car mechanic if he practiced his trade as these so called Scholars practice their research! 
There are several historical accounts outside the Bible

As far as the proposition of the Jesus seminars inaccuracy of the bibles history, there are many that wrote otherwise. Those that were not followers simply recorded the history of their time. Flavius Josephus: This 1st century Jewish historian who was commander of the Jewish forces in Galilee in A.D. 66 wrote: "Now there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of wonderful works, a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure. He drew over to him both many of the Jews, and many of the Gentiles. He was the Christ, and when Pilate, at the suggestion of the principle men among us, had condemned him to the cross, those that loved him at the first did not forsake him; for he appeared to them alive the third day; as the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning him." (Antiquities.xviii.33).

Roman historians, Tacitus, Suetonius, Lucian of Samosata and Pliny the Younger, all concur with the Christian belief recorded in the New Testament.

Cornelius Tacitus: This Roman historian and Governor to Asia (A.D. 112) alluded to the death of Christ and the presence of Christians in Rome (Annals XV.44).

Letter of Mara Bar-Serapion: A British Museum manuscript (written by a father to his son, sometime after 73 A.D.) states, "What advantage did the Athenians gain from putting Socrates to death? Famine and plague came upon them as judgment for their crime. What advantage did the men of Samos gain from burning Pythagoras? In a moment their land was covered with sand. What advantage did the Jews gain from executing their wise King?"
Jennings was also asked why his programme "presented more speculation than fact". He replied that "for those who take the Gospels as literal truth ...the real power lies precisely in the fact that Jesus' birth story...fulfills the prophecies and proves He was the Messiah." Exactly, so why ignore this proof.

Let me ask you, can you remember a profound event in your life? Maybe when you were married or having a child born. Can you remember what was said or what happened? Of course, some us can remember this like yesterday. Not only did the eyewitnesses live with Jesus for three years and knew him, what they saw and heard was life changing. But if that is not enough to remember accurately for Jesus said to them (John 15:26-27) "But when the Helper comes, whom I shall send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who proceeds from the Father, He will testify of Me." The Spirit testifies of the Son. But if someone comes along and throws out not just some but most of the words of the Spirit to the apostles so that we can have this testimony today, what spirit is this? Jesus said Jn.17:8 "I have given them your words you have given me." These words were recorded, John says at the end of his letter so that we may believe and have eternal life.

Jennings at the end of the program summed up the life of Jesus. "He had a vision for a just world that he believed in so strongly he was willing to die for it -- and his vision transformed the world - miraculous." Jesus did not die for his belief of a just world but for our sins. It’s hard to understand that those with a background in Christianity can miss the whole point of his coming.

Christ's question still echoes down the corridors of time "Who do you say that I am?" The answer they did not like then, nor does it receive any of a warmer welcome today. Christianity is Christ. It is not a religion among other religions but a "relationship" with Jesus Christ who was God come to earth. Going to Church doesn't make you a Christian any more than going to a garage makes you a car.

Paul who studied tenaciously in the schools of Academia of his day had this inspired word to say, "For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written: 'I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and bring to nothing the understanding of the prudent." Where is the wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the disputer of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of this world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the world through wisdom did not know God, it pleased God through the foolishness of the message preached to save those who believe."(1 Cor. 1:18-2) The Jesus seminar and the liberal wing are no better off than those who did not understand then and opposed Christ. God is still making them look foolish. Paul goes on 1 Cor. 1:25-29: "Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men. For you see your calling, brethren, that not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble, are called. But God has chosen the foolish things of the world to put to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to put to shame the things which are mighty; and the base things of the world and the things which are despised God has chosen, and the things which are not, to bring to nothing the things that are, that no flesh should glory in His presence."
You think your so smart and can speak for God by radically changing or eliminating His words, just wait till you stand in front of Him and try explain your superior intelligence to His. What little or great influence you had on earth in your life will all fade away so very quickly before the one who brought all things into existence.
The McJesus Seminar

http://www.renewamerica.com/columns/mwest/070525 
By Marsha West, May 25, 2007 
The Apostle Paul has this advice for Christians, followed by an important question: "Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves. Do you not realize that Christ Jesus is in you — unless, of course, you fail the test?" (2 Corinthians 13:5).
Ever heard of a group of scholars called the Jesus Seminar? I thought not. Most folks haven't. Because the group employs the name of Jesus it's necessary for outsiders to find out who they are and what they do. So let's examine whether they are in the faith, or if they fail the test.
The Jesus Seminar (JS) was founded by the late Robert Funk of Westar Institute in 1985. What was Funk's purpose for forming the group? To quote from Greg Koukle's article, The Jesus Seminar Under Fire [1], Funk said, "It is time for us [scholars] to quit the library and study and speak up....The Jesus Seminar is a clarion call to enlightenment. It is for those who prefer facts to fancies, history to histrionics, science to superstition."
Included in those who "prefer facts to fancies" are 135 "unbiased scholars," mostly men and a handful of women, who meet twice a year to "evaluate the historical significance of every shred of evidence about Jesus from antiquity." Basically their goal is "distinguishing historical fact from rumor & speculation."
The diverse group includes Protestants, Catholics, Jews, atheists, university and seminary professors, even a Hollywood film director whose scholarly films include Basic Instinct, Showgirls and Total Recall.
The JS reject 82% of the teachings attributed to Jesus and say that only two words, "Our Father," of the Lord's Prayer are authentic. They also reject: The virgin birth; Christ's resurrection from the dead; the Gospel miracles. They claim the historical evidence for these beliefs is lacking.
In the words of distinguished scholar Dr. Howard Clark Kee the JS is "an academic disgrace." Dr. Luke Timothy Johnson, a Roman Catholic and the professor of Theology of Emory University, says the group "by no means represents the cream of New Testament scholarship," as their method is "biased against the authenticity of the gospel traditions." Dr. Johnson believes its results were "already determined ahead of time." About their scholarship, he declared, "This is not responsible, or even critical, scholarship. It is self-indulgent charade."
Even though the JS is held up to ridicule and scorn, many journalists pass off the "scholars" as those who represent the mainstream of biblical scholarship, when nothing could be further from the truth! "Being a bona fide scholar," says Koukle, "means more than just having a degree. Generally, a scholar is one who demonstrates a mastery of his discipline and who makes an academic contribution to his field. ... [T]he Jesus Seminar cannot be viewed as a relevant cross-section of academic opinion. This doesn't mean their conclusions are false; it means theirs is only one voice of many, viewed even by liberal scholars as suspect and on the extreme fringe."
So did the JS use scientific methods to draw their conclusions? Well, no. If the resurrection of Jesus Christ is based on myth, are their findings based on scientific historical analysis? No again. Koukle explains the reasoning behind their conclusions: "It's impossible for the Gospels to be historically accurate, because they record things that simply can't happen, like dead people coming alive again and food multiplying — miracles, in other words. We live in a closed universe of natural order, with God (if there is a God) locked out of the system. If miracles can't happen, then the reports in the New Testament must be fabrications. Therefore, the Gospels are not historical."
Presuppositions and assumptions do not prove anything! "This is not history," says Koukle, "it's philosophy, specifically, the philosophy of naturalism."
Internationally known theologian and best-selling author Gregory A. Boyd comments, "The Jesus Seminar paints itself as being on an unbiased quest for truth, as compared with religiously committed people-people...who have a theological agenda...The participants of the Jesus Seminar are at least as biased as evangelicals — and I would say more so."
The JS are committed liberals. They don't cotton to the term liberal, of course; instead they declare themselves "progressive Christians" (PC). The group includes such notables as retired Episcopal Bishop John Shelby Spong, Marcus Borg of Oregon State University, and co-founder of the JS John Dominic Crossan of DePaul University. The 3 wise men regularly turn up in different venues to offer their views on the latest Jesus bashing project.
Case in point. A four-hour documentary "From Jesus to Christ, the First Christians" aired on taxpayer funded PBS (Public Broadcasting System) in 2000. According to ChristianAnswers.net the film "cleverly promotes the beliefs of a carefully chosen group of liberal scholars." 
Here are 4 examples of what the "scholars," which includes John Dominic Crossan, purported to millions of viewers: (1) The teachings of Jesus were often greatly exaggerated and distorted by the early church. (2) The gospel writers invented sayings of Jesus that had little-or nothing-to do with what he actually taught. (3) Jesus never claimed to be the Son of God. (4) Because the resurrection is a supernatural occurrence it cannot be proven. Therefore the words attributed to Jesus after the resurrection cannot be legitimate. (4) There is a fifth Gospel, "Thomas." In this document Jesus was only a great teacher; he inspired people to live a good life. (Most scholars believe "Thomas" was influenced by Gnosticism, a religious movement of the second, third, and fourth century.)
Viewers had no way of knowing that the JS promotes scholarship that undermines historic orthodox Christianity and that they have an ax to grind against conservatives. This was evident in "From Jesus to Christ" and in Robert Funk's book "The Five Gospels: What Did Jesus Really Say?"
Progressive Christianity is a euphemism for liberal Christianity. The Center for Progressive Christianity's homepage makes that abundantly clear: "By calling ourselves progressive, we mean we are Christians who recognize the faithfulness of other people who have other names for the way to God's realm, and acknowledge that their ways are true for them, as our ways are true for us." Their stated mission (among other things) is "Being a constructive force for social and environmental justice and peace in the world." They say they are finding allies "in the struggle to bring social and environmental justice and peace to all people, especially those who have been oppressed and powerless." If you click the tab "About us" then "Mission" note that there is no mention of Jesus. What's mentioned, though, is that liberal "Christians" are working to fulfill their mission by "Creating open and welcoming communities of faith." Plus they're developing strategies for evangelism that "do not assume the absolute superiority of Christianity so that we do not contribute to the worlds tragic divisions."
Say what?
The real tragedy is that so-called Christians will not acknowledge the absolute superiority of Christianity over all other religions, when the fact is orthodox Christianity holds that Jesus Christ is the ONLY way to God. Jesus did not beat around the bush when he said, "No one comes to the Father except through me." But of course liberals can't bear to think that Jesus Christ would exclude anyone from heaven (with the possible exception of Jerry Falwell). Good ol' Jesus wants you to be happy and prosperous, to feel good about yourself, and to do whatever your little heart desires "as long as you're not hurting anyone."
What consumers are being fed is counterfeit Christianity! In our fast food, you deserve a break today, have it your way culture, what you end up with is McJesus! (True followers of Jesus Christ expect Him to lead.) Liberal's want the cut and paste version of the Bible designed to suit their felt needs and their unwholesome lifestyle. They ignore the fact that Jesus set boundaries — and He expects His followers to, well, operate inside the lines. In the book of Revelation we meet the Jesus of the Bible. On Judgment Day the Son of God will pour out His wrath on the Earth. The Jesus the Apostle John saw in his vision is a far cry from the PC's toothless Lion of Judah.
Oh... but Revelation is in the Bible and PCs out and out reject the infallibility of Scripture, even though most of them have never read it, let alone been involved in a serious Bible study. Moreover, they don't have a clue what Jesus did or did not say, or even what His actual mission was during His time on Earth. They choose to believe ... whatever they want to.
The Bible says Jesus Christ is "King of kings and Lord of lords." But for the PC all kings and lords are equal and relevant. Jesus Christ is just one of the boys.
The PC movement rejects what Scripture teaches about sin and God's solution. Their goal is to build an international network of progressive Christians. As Greg Koukle so aptly puts it, "These preachers practice evangelism in reverse, for they don't want you to commit your life to the Christ of the Gospels; they want you to surrender that commitment. And they claim to have history, science and scholarship on their side."
The JS doesn't pass the smell test. In order to explain what the real Jesus is like one must consider all of the historical evidence. Most scholars agree that Jesus thought of himself as more than a political revolutionary, more than a wonder worker, more than a feminist, more than a subversive; there is abundant evidence to prove that Jesus of Nazareth believed He had the authority to speak for the Father. He said plainly, "I and the Father are One," and, "If you reject me, you reject the Father."
Does an individual or group have a right to distort the Scriptures? The answer is an unequivocal NO! Scholars have an obligation to interpret the Bible accurately. The Scripture itself is the final arbitrator. A true understanding of the Word of God comes to us through divine revelation, given to us by the Holy Spirit. Jesus says, "The Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you" (John 14:26).
Taking verses out of context and manipulating Scripture was Satan's earliest devise to cast suspicion on the Word of God. How did Jesus feel about Scripture? "To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, 'If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free' (John 8:31-32).
NOTES:
[1] All quotes by Greg Koukle are from: The Jesus Seminar Under Fire http://www.str.org/site/News2?page=NewsArticle&id=5380
The Jesus Seminar under Fire

http://www.str.org/site/News2?page=NewsArticle&id=5380
By Greg Koukle 

The "Jesus Seminar" is a group of self-described scholars who have determined Jesus probably only said 20% of the quotes attributed to him by Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John. Greg puts their method, which includes voting with colored beads, "under fire."

Brace yourself. With Easter just around the corner, we're about to see a flood of articles in the news weeklies and local papers about a very specific kind of missionary group. 

These preachers practice evangelism in reverse, for they don't want you to commit your life to the Christ of the Gospels; they want you to surrender that commitment. And they claim to have history, science and scholarship on their side. They're called the Jesus Seminar. 

These are people with a mission. Robert Funk, the Seminar's founder, says, "It is time for us [scholars] to quit the library and study and speak up....The Jesus Seminar is a clarion call to enlightenment. It is for those who prefer facts to fancies, history to histrionics, science to superstition."[1] 

This is a strong challenge to evangelicals, depicted here as preferring nice stories to accurate history. Sometimes the best defense is knowing the right questions to ask. Here are the ones you need when the Jesus Seminar hits the newsstands. 
Who Are the Scholars? 
Journalists frequently refer to the 74 "scholars" of the Jesus Seminar as representing the mainstream of biblical scholarship. Being a bona fide scholar, though, means more than just having a degree. Generally, a scholar is one who demonstrates a mastery of his discipline and who makes an academic contribution to his field. 

By this definition, only fourteen members of the Seminar qualify, including scholars like John Dominic Crossan and Marcus Borg. Twenty others are recognizable names in the field. One quarter of the group, though, are complete unknowns (one is a movie producer), and half of them come from a cluster of three ultra-liberal schools: Harvard, Claremont, and Vanderbilt. 

Clearly, the Jesus Seminar cannot be viewed as a relevant cross-section of academic opinion. This doesn't mean that their conclusions are false; it means theirs is only one voice of many, viewed even by liberal scholars as suspect and on the extreme fringe. 
What Does the Jesus Seminar Believe? 
The Jesus Seminar meets twice a year to dissect biblical passages. Their goal: separate historical fact from mythology. So far, they have rejected as myth the resurrection of Jesus from the dead, the virgin birth, all Gospel miracles, and a full 82% of the teachings normally attributed to Jesus--all dismissed as legendary accretions with no historical foundation. For example, only two words of the Lord's Prayer survive as authentic: "Our Father." 

An article in the L.A. Times [2] entitled, "Scholars Cite Lack of Resurrection Evidence," also carried this subtitle: "Controversial Jesus Seminar evaluates New Testament, but members affirm that event's religious significance does not hinge on the historical record." 

According to this piece, there are two things the Jesus Seminar has to say about the resurrection of Jesus. First, it never happened. There's no historical evidence for it. Second, it doesn't matter. Christians can still celebrate Easter with its symbolic message of hope and new life. 

Robert Funk calls Jesus a "secular sage who satirized the pious and championed the poor." He then adds, "Jesus was perhaps the first stand-up Jewish comic. Starting a new religion would have been the farthest thing from his mind." 

Isn't that an odd thing to say about Jesus? Jesus didn't rise from the dead. He didn't work miracles. He didn't give us the greatest teaching in the world. Instead, He was a stand-up comic, according to the founder of the Jesus Seminar. 
What Are Their Assumptions? 
The most important question one can ask of any point of view (a question almost never asked by the press) is this: Why do they believe it? This allows us to determine whether the reasons lead properly to the conclusions. 

Everyone has a starting point. The place the Seminar begins is carefully concealed from the public at large, but it's the most critical issue. Why do they claim there is no evidence for the resurrection? That is the key question. 

Their reasoning goes something like this: It's impossible for the Gospels to be historically accurate, because they record things that simply can't happen, like dead people coming alive again and food multiplying--miracles, in other words. We live in a closed universe of natural order, with God (if there is a God) locked out of the system. If miracles can't happen, then the reports in the New Testament must be fabrications. Therefore, the Gospels are not historical. 

Further, if miracles can't happen, then prophecy (a kind of miraculous knowledge) can't happen. The Gospels report that Jesus prophesied the fall of Jerusalem. Therefore, they could not have been written early, but after the invasion of Titus of Rome in 70 A.D. In addition, they could not have been written by eye-witnesses, as the early church Fathers claimed. 

Notice that the Jesus Seminar doesn't start with historical evidence; it starts with presuppositions, assumptions it makes no attempt to prove. This is not history; it's philosophy, specifically, the philosophy of naturalism. 

Robert Funk admits as much: "The Gospels are now assumed to be narratives in which the memory of Jesus is embellished by mythic elements that express the church's faith in him, and by plausible fictions that enhance the telling of the gospel story for first-century listeners..."[3] [emphasis added] 
The press reports the following conclusions that the Jesus Seminar says are based on scientific, historical analysis: the resurrection didn't happen; the miracles are myths; there is no authentic prophecy in the Bible; the Gospels were written long after the events took place; they were not written by eyewitnesses; the testimony of the early church Fathers can't be trusted. 

This is misleading, though, because the Jesus Seminar doesn't conclude the Gospels are inaccurate. That's where they begin before they've looked at one single shred of actual historical evidence. When you start with your conclusions, you're cheating. You haven't proved anything at all. 
Does Their Bias Make Them Open-minded or Closed-minded? 
Philosopher J.P. Moreland points out that Christian scholars have a point of view, like everyone else. The Christian's bias, though, doesn't inform his conclusions the same way biases inform the conclusions of the Jesus Seminar. 

Because people like Robert Funk start with the "scientific" view that there can be no miracles, their bias arbitrarily eliminates options before the game even gets started. Funk must conclude the Gospels have been tampered with because his philosophy demands it. He can't consider any evidence for a resurrection because he's closed his mind to the possibility of miracles. 

A Christian is not so encumbered. He believes in the laws of nature, but is also open to the possibility of God's intervention. Both are consistent with his world view. This means he can be faithful to the evidence, unhindered by a metaphysical view that automatically eliminates supernatural options before even viewing the evidence. 

The bias of the Christian broadens his categories, making him more open-minded. The believer has a greater chance of discovering truth, because he can follow the evidence wherever it leads. The bias of the Jesus Seminar, on the other hand, makes it close-minded and dogmatic. 

Newspaper articles cast the issue in the opposite way, though. One mentions a dean of a prominent Baptist seminary who says the Seminar's work is driving a wedge between faith and history among Christians. 

What is unfortunate about this representation is that it pits the "historical" and "scientific" analysis of the Jesus Seminar against those poor sods who rely only on "faith." And since the facts of history are sabotaging the faith of some, Christians are now upset. It's as if they were saying, "Please don't tell me these things and confuse me with the facts. It might weaken my faith." This casts believers as nincompoops, obscurantists who want to cling to fantasy. 

But ladies and gentlemen, that isn't the way it is at all. The conclusions of the Jesus Seminar don't represent facts. Rather, their point of view and research methods are deeply flawed because of their prior commitment to a philosophic position that is already hostile to the events described in the text of the Gospels. It isn't an issue of historical fact versus religious faith. The facts are actually on the side of the resurrection, not on the side of the wishful thinking of the Jesus Seminar. 
Is There Any Good Evidence the Gospels are Reliable? 
The so-called "search for the historic Jesus" is over one hundred years old. Virtually nothing discovered during that time undermines the Gospel accounts. There is no "new evidence" supporting the idea that the miracle-working Son of God was the result of an evolution of myth over a long period of time. To the contrary, recent discoveries have given more credibility to the content of the Gospels themselves. This is why the trend in the last 20 years has been for liberal scholars to become more conservative in their views on the reliability of the Gospels, not less. 

Recent finds in archaeology, for example, show us that funerals were conducted differently in Galilee than in Jerusalem, consistent with the details in the Gospels. A person fabricating a story generations after the fact would not know this because of the devastation in Galilee by the Romans in 70 A.D. 

This doesn't prove that Jesus rose from the dead, but it's one of a number of things that have been discovered over time that point to the accurate detail of the Gospel accounts. This gives substance to the claim that the writers were eye witnesses at the time of the events. 

We know the Apostle Paul died during the Neronian persecution of A.D. 64. Paul was still alive at the close of Acts, so Acts must have been written sometime before A.D. 64. Acts was a continuation of Luke's Gospel, which must have been written earlier still. The book of Mark predates Luke, even by the Jesus Seminar's reckoning. This pushes Mark's Gospel into the 50s, just over twenty years after the crucifixion. 

It is undisputed that Paul wrote Romans in the mid-50s, yet he proclaims Jesus as the resurrected Son of God in the opening lines of that epistle. Galatians, another uncontested Pauline epistle of the mid-50s, records Paul's interaction with the principle disciples (Peter and James) at least 14 years earlier (Galatians 1:18, cf. 2:1). 

The Jesus Seminar claims that the humble sage of Nazareth was transformed into a wonder-working Son of God in the late first and early second century. The epistles, though, record a high Christology within 10 to 20 years of the crucifixion. That simply is not enough time for myth and legend to take hold, especially when so many were still alive to contradict the alleged errors. 

There is no good reason to assume the Gospels were fabricated or seriously distorted in the retelling. Time and again the New Testament writers claim to be eyewitnesses to the facts. They give abundant geographic and cultural details not available to writers of the next century. We also now know that it was the habit of Jewish disciples to memorize entire discourses of their rabbi's teaching. First century oral tradition was not as flexible or fluid as we might imagine. 

But there's another problem. 
Who Would Follow this Man? 
Even the members of the Jesus Seminar admit that Jesus was executed on a Roman Cross. But why was He killed? Who would follow this deconstructed Jesus? Who would care if He lived or died? 

Leading Jesus scholar John Meier notes that a Jesus who "spent his time spinning parables and Japanese koans...or a bland Jesus who simply told people to look at the lilies of the field...would threaten no one, just as the university professors who create him threaten no one."[4] 

In Jesus Under Fire , J.P. Moreland sums up what the Jesus Seminar is asking us to believe based on nothing more than the strength of their philosophic assumptions: "It requires the assumption that someone, about a generation removed from the events in question, radically transformed the authentic information about Jesus that was circulating at that time, superimposed a body of material four times as large, fabricated almost entirely out of whole cloth, while the church suffered sufficient collective amnesia to accept the transformation as legitimate."[5] 
Does the Resurrection Matter? 
The Jesus Seminar wants us to believe that nothing meaningful is surrendered as a result of their analysis. Even though the resurrection is false, they say, it still has significance because of the story it tells. 

The Apostle Paul disagreed. "If Christ has not been raised," he wrote, "your faith is worthless; you are still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished. If we have hoped in Christ in this life only, we are of all men most to be pitied."[6] 

If Jesus didn't rise from the dead, but instead was buried in a shallow grave and later dug up and eaten by dogs, as Robert Funk asserts, then Christians have nothing to celebrate. Rather, they should be pitied, according to Paul. Pretty stories not grounded in fact save no one. Only a risen Savior can defeat death. 

I'm with Paul. I pity the Jesus Seminar who thinks we can hold on to some kind of vain, empty, religious confidence when all the facts of history go against us. If that's true, then you and I and the Jesus Seminar are all still in our sins. That's not something to celebrate on Easter. 

As for me, I'm going to stand with Paul. I'm going to stand with Jesus. I'm going to stand with the resurrection. 

By the way, J.P. Moreland's and Mike Wilkins's book, Jesus Under Fire, published by Zondervan, is a powerful academic and scholarly rebuttal of the Jesus Seminar. You must get a copy of this book. The introduction alone is worth the asking price. 

NOTES

[1] Robert Funk, The Gospel of Mark, Red Letter Edition (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge Press, 1991), pp. xvi- xvii. 

[2] Los Angeles Times, March 11, 1995. 

[3] Robert Funk, Roy Hoover, and the Jesus Seminar, The Five Gospels: What Did Jesus Really Say? (New York: Macmillan, 1993), p. 5, quoted in Moreland and Wilkins, Jesus Under Fire (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), p. 4. 

[4] John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, vol. 1 (New York: Doubleday, 1991), p. 177, quoted in Jesus Under Fire (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), p. 21. 

[5] Moreland and Wilkins, Jesus Under Fire (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), p. 22. 

[6] 1 Corinthians 15:17-19. 

[image: image17][image: image18][image: image19]
