The Meaning of Jesus: Two Visions
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Part II: What Did Jesus Do and Teach?

Chapter 3: N. T. Wright

The Mission and Message of Jesus

Jesus: within the Jewish world of first century Palestine

Theology and politics are inseparable

Five strokes:

1) Jesus the Palestinian Jew

· Jewish monotheism: Yahweh is the only true God

· Election: Israel as God's special chosen people through whom God acts in mercy/judgment

· Eschatology: expectation that God will act in pattern of Exodus and Return

· Jesus: a first century prophet;

· Announcing the imminent reign of God: the liberation of God's captive people

· The "kingdom of God" (revolution: Judas the Galilean (6 c.e.)  Bar Kochba (132 c.e.)

· Jesus aware of a Vocation: drawing on "gospel" themes of prophets (Isaiah)

· Israel returns from exile; evil is defeated; Yahweh will return to Zion

· a Jewish revolutionary, gathered followers, marched on Jerusalem, died death of failed revolutionary.

2) Announcing the kingdom

a kingdom not like the expectations

to be Israel in a new way: that challenged all forms of injustice and oppression

3) Believing that kingdom breaking in precisely in Jesus' own presence and work

4) Gathering support

· summons to see kingdom breaking in precisely in Jesus' own presence and work

· invitation: repent and believe the gospel: give up alternative kingdom visions and trust in mine

· welcome: into a new community of forgiveness & fellowship with Jesus

· challenge: live as new covenant people: by a subversive wisdom of peace/forgiveness/light to world (the way of the cross)

5) Warning: Impending Judgment

dire consequences for nation, for Jerusalem, for temple if summons ignored

(see mark 13 the vindication of God)

6) The Clash of Symbols

clashes have to do with eschatology not ethics: 

Attacking the symbols: torah, temple, land, people

From self-protection to vocation to be light of the world, salt of the earth: through a new heart of forgiveness and love of neighbor that included the outcast in a new covenant community

7) Jesus' Identity

Jesus' symbolic actions (temple and Last Supper) and coded sayings are implicit claim to be the king that is to come

Jesus Messiah: not a retrojection from later Christian theology

Jesus saw himself as Messiah: called as one through whom God would bring about return from exile and longed-for redemption

Accomplished only through decisive events: temple, cross

"unprovable" but "consistent" with eschatological categories of first century world

Kingdom Then – Kingdom now?

a failed project or accomplished reality?

Chapter 4:  Marcus Borg

Jesus Before and After Easter: Jewish Mystic and Christian Messiah

Jesus is both:

Pre-Easter Jesus: Jewish Mystic

Post-Easter Jesus: Christian Messiah

post-Easter affirmations about Messiah are "history metaphorized"

Christians find decisive revelation of God in Jesus; these affirmations "probably" do not go back to Jesus himself.

Jesus' Messiahship and Death: four options:

1. Jesus thought he was Messiah; he was right (Wright)

2. Jesus thought he was Messiah; he was wrong

3. Jesus didn't think he was Messiah; and he wasn't

4. Whether or not Jesus thought he was Messiah; he is the Messiah (Borg)

The nature of the sources: gospels as developing tradition and history metaphorized

· Earliest gospel: messianic claim not part of Jesus' own message

· Tendency of later gospels to add exalted language to earlier texts (Peter's Confession; mk 8; Walking on Water, mk 6;  John)

The issue: Jesus message: not about him, but about something else

Jesus Before Easter: What was he like? What was he up to? (message and mission)

only bare essentials beginning at age 30: Jewish son of Joseph & Mary; siblings; a carpenter of peasant class; on a religious quest; short ministry; crucified

from cross-cultural study of types of religious personality

1) Jesus as Jewish Mystic (spirit person) (cf. Mark/Q)

· God as an experiential reality: God is transcendent (not out there, but "more") and immanent ("right here")

ineffable; transient; passive; noetic; transformative

· Experience of God foundational for rest of who Jesus was

What Shaped Jesus

· religious experience as a Jewish mystic (foundational)

· the traditions of Judaism

· his experience of injustic

What was he up to

limited evidence

2) Healer and Exorcist

· paranormal events associated with coming of kingdom of God and time of deliverance

· programmatic significance in immediacy of access to God's power

3) Wisdom beyond Convention

· inviting hearers into an alternative/new way of seeing
· a new way of centering: away from convention to the sacred

· a new way of living: an ethic of compassion (mercy)

4) Social Prophet

· versus ancient domination systems: politics of oppression, economics of exploitation, religion as legitimation of status quo (temple, wealth, purity)

· this is what got him killed

5) Movement Initiator

healing, teaching, social prophecy attracted inclusive, egalitarian band of followers (meals)

Prophet of Kingdom of God

Not: "end" is at hand and God will intervene to bring world to close and inaugurate everlasting kingdom

But: presence of God's power (healing); all life under power of God (wisdom); a new social vision (prophet); a new community now and in the future

Jewish Mystic and Christian Messiah

Jesus a Jewish mystic became the Christian Messiah

The Christian Messiah was a Jewish Mystic

"He knew how to heal. He knew how to create memorable sayings and stories; he had a metaphoric mind. He knew that God was accessible to the marginalized because he was from the marginalized himself. He knew that tradition and convention were not sacred in themselves but, at best, pointers to and mediators of the sacred and, at worst, a snare. He knew an oppressive and exploitative social order that legitimated itself in the name of God, and he knew this was not God's will. And he knew all of this most foundationally because he knew God." p. 76

Part III: The Death of Jesus

Chapter 5:  Marcus Borg

Why was Jesus Killed?

Prologue: Jesus' Death and His Own Purpose

Need to distinguish: What happened and why  from  Meaning of Jesus death

· Jesus death as salvific in the mind of Jesus himself : central to his mission and purpose (Wright)

· Jesus death as salvific a post-Easter product of the early Christian community's multiple interpretations of significance of Jesus' death (Borg)

· Passion predictions are post Easter creations

· Use of Scripture in passion story are generally prophecy historicized

· Trouble imagining Jesus saw his death in this way 

· (possible but not probable; "a strange and unattractive notion to attribute to Jesus)

· evidence rather points to centrality of : wisdom teaching, passion for justice as social prophet, healings and inclusive meal practice.

· historically persuasvie and religiously compelling to see purpose as post-Easter interpretation, history metaphorized

The Final Week: Mark's Account

Mark's gospel virtually our only source

Plausible: entry to Jerusalem; teaching in temple; conflict with leaders and temple; leads to arrest

The Final Twenty-Four Hours

last meal, betrayal, arrest, trials, crucifixion (how, who, why?, death, burial

· history remembered

· prophecy historicized (cf. Psalm 22, Isaiah 53)

· imaginative elaboration (prayer in Garden; Pilate washing hands; Matthew & Luke, John)

· purposive interpretation e

all especially shaped by use of Hebrew scriptures

crucified for his role as a social prophet who challenged the domination system in the name of God: died as a martyr, not as a victim; as a prophet of the kingdom of God.

Chapter 6: N. T. Wright

The Crux of Faith

Four starting points:

1. Jesus believed prophecies being fulfilled in and through his work (Jewish context)

2. Suffering, death, martyrdom as salvific/redemptive 

3. The nature of "bush telegraph" and oral stories (oral narrative)

4. Persistence of stories: remarkable convergence of inner core of narratives

The Messianic Task of Jesus

Jesus own Understanding seems historically recoverable and theologically illuminating

Jesus messianic vocation (see chap. 3) climaxed in call to suffer death, Israel's supreme moment of exile, on Israel's behalf

To take on himself: actually and symbolically, the fate announced for the nation as a whole

Thus Jesus shared the wide-spread Jewish belief that world history focused in Israel, would reach a showdown in his own work/fate.

The Political Reasons

Jesus actions threatened the temple and the power base, including the power of Rome

Beginnings of Christian Reflection about Jesus' Death

From the beginning more than a tragedy or a martyrdom

Jesus died for our sins: a strand going back to mind and intention of Jesus himself

Not about abstract atonement theory: but about where Israel and the world now were within God's eschatological timetable:

the exile was over and the time of forgiveness had arrived.

Jesus death is the "sin-forgiving, once-for-all liberating act of Israel's God

Jesus' Death Then and Now

Remission of sin and guilt for the sinner (not the whole story)

The cross as God's victory over sin and the forces of evil (the larger story)

"The cross of Jesus is thus the Christian symbol par excellence, forming the focal point of Christian spirituality, Christian praying, Christian believing, and Christian action. And the manifold ways in which it is and does all this can trace their roots legitimately to the mind and intention, to the action and passion, of Jesus himself."
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