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Preface

At the beginning of J.K. Rowling’s internationally popular
phenomenon, Harry Potter was first viewed with suspicion, and
then damned outright by religious conservatives claiming that
Rowling’s stories encouraged children to embrace witchcraft. The
fallout from this controversy has included law suits, worker strikes,
book burnings, and several campaigns to educate Christian families
against the evils of Harry Potter. The “boy who lived” became Jesus’
arch-nemesis: the icon or rallying point behind which infuriated
Christians could gain support (and a much needed platform) against
a society embracing vampires as boyfriends, witches as heroes, and
monsters as merely misunderstood. None of this slowed the success
of Harry Potter, whose books, and then the movie franchise produced
by Warner Bros, have been not only an unchallengeable model for
marketing strategy and economic success, but also an integral part of
the lives of millions of fans who have watched Harry grow up — and
grown up with him.

As we reached the end of this journey, the final coming of
Harry Potter was being treated as Messianic; blogs were calling the
release of the first installment of Harry Potter 7 (Harry Potter and
the Deathly Hallows Part I) “a historic event.” However, the tension
between Jesus and Harry has not been forgotten. A few extremist
groups continue to burn books or protest movie openings or mount
the pulpit in frothy defense of Christianity against the madness of
modern culture’s obsession with wizardry. At the same time, the
general Christian stance towards Harry Potter has taken a profound
shift after the publication of the final book, in which Harry is
tortured using the Cruciatus curse, dies a sacrificial death, and has
an afterlife experience of sorts at “King’s Cross” station. Potter then
comes back to life and triumphs over his evil adversary, Voldemort.
These motifs have guided many Christians to ask whether Rowling
consciously crafted the Harry Potter story after the Passion of Jesus
Christ. Is Harry Potter a Christ-Figures In fact this question had been
asked by sharp-minded readers since the early days of Potterdom.
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Many bloggers correctly guessed that the details of Harry Potter’s
final conclusion would mirror the sacrificial death of Jesus. In 2002
Beliefnet.com hosted an online debate between several scholars who
had published books on the subject, called “Harry Potter, Christ
Figure?” Now that the 7" book has been released, these early musings
have been justified; especially in light of comments by Rowling
herself to the effect that she knowingly crafted parts of her story
around the biblical story of Jesus Christ. Suddenly preachers are
making headlines, not for burning Harry Potter, but for championing
him. Harry Potter is claimed to be a Christian story, which parallels
the story of Jesus Christ and thus can help open a dialogue between
Christians and the broader public.

And yet the most fascinating question has so far been ignored:
Why do these similarities exist at all? Although it is easy to accept that
Rowling crafted the literary character of Harry Potter after the figure
of Jesus, shouldn’t it pique our interest that Jesus — a monumental
figure in modern world religion generally believed to have been
historical — has so much in common with the obviously fictional
fantasy world and character of Harry Potter? This book will trace
the genesis of the story of Jesus Christ and examine the controversy
concerning the historical founder of Christianity, to see if Jesus can
be distinguished from Harry based on the claim that Jesus was a real
historic figure, while Harry Potter is obviously a fable.



Introduction

The primary aim of this investigation is to increase awareness of
the fact that a debate over the reliability of the historical Jesus exists,
that the evidence for Jesus is insufficient to prove a historical founder,
and that a strong case can be made in favor of a mythological, literary
character that was mistakenly assumed to be historical by later
Christian converts. To that end, Jesus Potter Harry Christ begins by
comparing the similarities between Jesus and ]J.K. Rowling’s Harry
Potter and claims that the only difference between the two is that
Jesus has traditionally been regarded as historical — that is, a real
person in history.

Rather than launching into dated arguments from Christ-Myth
theory, Jesus Potter Harry Christ moves very slowly — establishing
the historical basis and controversy surrounding the historical Jesus,
analyzing the modern assumptions and pre-established beliefs, and
re-examining critical evidence in the debate. Only after exploring
and appreciating the history of the controversy, does it move into
concrete parallels between Jesus Christ and earlier mythology and
literature that may have been assimilated into the Jesus tradition.
Next, the book traces the universal source of many religious myths
and symbols to astrology: the fact that Greeks and Romans identified
all of the planets as gods, and believed that mythological figures
and events were ‘placed in the heavens’ as constellations, gives this
premise firm ground. Finally, Jesus Potter Harry Christ concludes
that the figure of Jesus Christ may have been a deliberate attempt to
bridge Judaism and pagan thought, and that stories about this figure
were embedded with historical details until a few believers actually
began to think he was a real person.

These claims will be substantiated by a thorough examination
of pagan and Jewish sources, early Christian and Gnostic writings,
biblical and apocryphal literature as well as corresponding religious
art and sculpture. Moreover, I will demonstrate not only that the time
was ripe for a deliberate creation of a Jewish national figure based on
pagan mystery gods, but also explore the astrological roots linking
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these pagan faiths and modern religious traditions. I will show how
central symbolism from ancient spiritual mythologies continues to
manifest themselves in popular fiction and literature, and finally
explore the exact process of how a pagan mystery cult assumed
Jewish trappings and how its founder was eventually mistaken for
a historical figure; a process that can be outlined entirely based on
biblical texts.

Once we recognize that the stories, parables, deeds, words and
stories told about Jesus in the gospel reflect older traditions, we are
faced with the very challenging task of trying to situate a historical
founder of Christianity within or behind the tales associated with
him. The most common approach, shared by both Christian and
secular scholars, is to insist that Jesus was a historical person upon
which pagan tales and stories were naturally assimilated. I hope to
demonstrate convincingly that this is a very weak position.

At the same time, I recognize that the idea of a historical Jesus
Christ is so deeply ingrained in modern times that it is difficult to
raise an alternative theory — one in which the savior figure of the
gospels may not have been historical. To a large extent, this is due to
the consequences of postmodernism and the dissolution of Objective
Truth in favor of local narratives. The ‘failure’ of historical criticism,
with the realization that each researcher projects their own meaning
into the evidence, provides the illusion that any interpretation of
history is possible, regardless of the corroborating evidence.

Unfortunately, this loose perception of history as immaterial and
essentially meaningless has been applied to Christianity in order to
safeguard its very insubstantial history from the voracious criticisms
of rationalism. The current disengagement with historical evidence
cannot be maintained, however, precisely because Christianity’s faith
is fixed firmly upon its own historical foundation: that Jesus, the
son of God, really and truly died on the cross for our sins and was
resurrected.

This book is not meant as an attack on religion, on faith, on
belief, or on anybody’s conception of God. It is simply an attempt to
tell, perhaps for the first time ever, the actual history of the Christian
Church - a history that is clearly discernible even after a millennium
of misdirection and wishful thinking; a history that really happened,
in one particular, concrete way, and can be reconstructed based on
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reliable evidence and testimony. Although some of the ideas in this
book have been raised before, much of the evidence and arguments
presented are new. Moreover, Jesus Potter Harry Christ provides
answers that no other book on the subject has been able to provide:
exactly how this transformation from myth to history occurred,
why anyone would want to combine Judaism and pagan mythology,
how followers of Jesus could believe so fervently in his existence to
become martyrs, and how a movement as powerful and long-lasting
as Christianity could have begun around a myth.

It should be pointed out that this book is not (unlike contemporary
biblical scholars) concerned with trying to find some historical figure
who was not named Jesus Christ but something else, and who did not
do the things described in the gospels, but may have been somehow
tenuously tied into the tradition that later became Christianity. Instead
we are looking for the character of Jesus we know — the character
fully proclaimed by the Bible, who has so much in common with
Harry Potter — and asking whether the deeds and events ascribed to
this Jesus really happened, and are thus distinct from other mythical
or fictional characters like Harry Potter. Conversely, if it can be
shown that the points of similarity are due to Christianity’s inclusion
of literary symbolism from older spiritual traditions, then Jesus’
originality (and hence his separation from Harry Potter) dissolves.
Our question then is not whether Jesus Christ existed, but whether
the literary character recorded in the New Testament was primarily
inspired by a historical figure or previous literary traditions and
characters.






PART ONE

The Historical Controversy






L TN
CHAPTER ONE

Sacrificial Half Breed Warlocks:
Harry Potter as Christ Figure

Warlocks are the enemies of God! And I don’t care what kind of hero
they are, they’re an enemy of God and had it been in the Old Testament,
Harry Potter would have been put to death! —Becky Fischer, Pentecostal
children’s pastor, 2006

LET’S SKIP THE INTRODUCTIONS. YOU DON’T need me to tell
you that Jesus Christ and Harry are two of the most famous
celebrities in the world, whose stories have been translated into
dozens of languages and found international support in diverse
cultures. What you may not be aware of, however, is the mysterious,
complicated and intriguing relationship between them. For example,
did you know that the topics “I read Harry Potter and Jesus still
loves me,” “Even Jesus reads Harry Potter” and “Harry Potter will
return sooner than Jesus” each have their own Facebook group, or
that Wikipedia has a page dedicated to “Religious debates over the
Harry Potter Series”? Much more remarkable than their respective
popularity is the significant tension — and unexpected affinity —
between them.

At first glance it may seem that J.K. Rowling’s boy wizard and
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the crucified Jesus prophet who became the Christian savior have
absolutely nothing to do with each other — and yet the unease and
sometimes outright animosity between the followers of these two
figures suggest otherwise. Harry has been banned, burned, and
abused by religious fundamentalists for over a decade. Just what is it
about Harry Potter that Christians find so threatening?

On the surface, the conflict appears simple. The Bible prohibits
witchcraft absolutely, on pain of death. Consequently, some
Christians argue that the popularity of Harry Potter can lead children
to accept that magic is OK — if used for the right reasons — and thus
lure them into evil practices that lead to damnation. At the release
of Rowling’s final book, however, many readers were surprised to
discover parallels between Jesus and Harry that, in such apparently
diverse world-views, had no right to be there. As a result, recent years
have witnessed a revolution in Christian responses to Harry, with
many groups, writers and religious leaders praising Rowling’s young
sorcerer as ultimately Christian and a clear metaphor for Jesus Christ.
A few of the similarities that have been raised include the following;:

Magic father, human mother

Miraculous birth, foretold by prophecy

Threatened by an evil ruler, had to go into hiding as a baby
Power over animals, time, and matter

Symbolized by a lion/ enemy symbolized by a snake
Descended into the underworld

Broke seven magical seals

Went willingly to his death

Suffered and died (or appeared to die) willingly, was mourned
Came back to life

Defeated his enemy in a glorious final battle

L b b 2 2 2 2B b 2 2

Can this list really be applied to both Jesus Christ and Harry
Potter equally? If so, where do the apparent similarities come from?
More importantly, why do some Christian groups deem Harry Potter
satanic, while Jesus Christ is revered as the Son of God? What key
differences allow Christians to make the distinction between them?
In order to answer these questions, this chapter will trace the raging
controversy over the Harry Potter series, examine the Christian
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responses to J.K. Rowling’s protagonist, and then explore the
potential similarities themselves. I will conclude by arguing that the
key variance between the two is that Harry Potter is obviously a
fictional character, while Jesus Christ is almost universally accepted
as a historical figure.

Background

The character of Harry Potter popped into Joanne Rowling’s
head in 1990, when she was returning by train to London after
flat-hunting in Manchester. She didn’t have a pen, so for the next
four hours she simply sat and thought; dreaming up the story of the
scrawny, black-haired, bespectacled boy who didn’t know he was a
wizard.! She started writing Philosopher’s Stone as soon as she got
back to her Clapham Junction flat.

Rowling’s “rags to riches” has been an inspiration for millions
of would-be authors. After years of personal challenges, including a
failed marriage and problems with depression, Rowling crafted her
novel in nearby cafés while her daughter was sleeping, surviving on
state welfare support. After some initial rejection, Rowling found
her agent, Christopher Little. The book was submitted to twelve
publishing houses; all of which rejected the manuscript. Then in
August, 1996, Christopher called to tell her that Bloomsbury, a small
publishing house in London, had made an offer.

Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone became an overnight
sensation when it hit bookstores. It was the first children’s book to
make it onto the New York Times best-seller list since E.B. White’s
Charlotte’s Web in 1952, and was followed shortly by Rowling’s
next two books, Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets and Harry
Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban. These three books held the top
three positions on the New York Times best-seller list in 1999. On
December 18th, 2001, USA Today announced that J.K. Rowling had
become the best-selling author in the world, displacing mystery writer
John Grisham, and in 2004, they named Rowling the most successful
author of the decade, landing five of the top six spots on the list
of the 100 best-selling books of the past 10 years. In 2007, Harry
Potter and the Deathly Hallows, the seventh and final volume of J.K.
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Rowling’s fantasy series, sold 11 million copies in just 24 hours, and
8.3 million copies in another week; making it the fastest selling book
in history.

Bookstores and publishers have been surprised, not only by the
sales, but by the passion of supporting fans, who find the books
irresistible. Part of this can be chalked up to a brilliant marketing
campaign, but even so, it is clear that Rowling has presented an
intriguing story, with central characters that fans identify with and a
rich magical world.

It would be a mistake to identify the series exclusively as children’s
literature; the books have received an enthusiastic reception from
adults as well, and in the seriousness of the later books it is clear that
Rowling had a mature audience in mind. Horror writer Stephen King
notes that the great secret of the Harry Potter series is that Rowling’s
kids grew up. The books, which certainly began as children’s literature,
developed into something much more sober as Rowling’s depiction
of the conflict between good and evil, her characters, and her writing
skills reached maturity:

These books ceased to be specifically for children halfway through
the series; by Goblet of Fire, Rowling was writing for everyone, and
knew it. The clearest sign of how adult the books had become by the
conclusion arrives — and splendidly — in Deathly Hallows, when Mrs.
Weasley sees the odious Bellatrix Lestrange trying to finish off Ginny
with a Killing Curse. “Not my daughter, you bitch!” she cries. It’s the
most shocking bitch in recent fiction; since there’s virtually no cursing
(of the linguistic kind, anyway) in the Potter books, this one hits home
with almost fatal force. It is totally correct in its context — perfect,
really — but it is also a quintessentially adult response to a child’s peril.?

The popularity of Harry Potter has also drawn the attention of
academic research and popular non-fiction titles about the series.
As such a universal element of contemporary culture, Harry Potter
has been used to shed light on more complex social and political
issues. In “Harry Potter and the Goblet of Colonialism,” Tracy
Douglas seeks to place Harry Potter “within the wider context of
the British literature canon’s tendency to define the foreigner against
a characterization of English identity.”® Gwen A. Tarbox, in “Harry
Potter and the War on Terror,” reflects “If the earlier books in the
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series were designed to engage children’s sense of wonder, it would
appear that the later texts are designed to encourage children’s
skepticism of the current geopolitical situation.”* Nancee Lee-Allen,
meanwhile, in “Understanding Prejudice Utilizing the Harry Potter
Series,” claims:

Harry Potter’s world is full of prejudicial ideas, though not the ones
found in our world. In Harry’s world, people are not discriminated
against for the color of their skin, religious affiliation, or sexual identity;
it is all about blood - pure, half or muggle. Teens easily identify with
characters and are able to relate to the idea of prejudice in the magic
world. These books allow us to explore inner feelings about people who
are different without identifying anyone as a real-world racist, which
can lead to a better understanding of ourselves and begin to build
respect for those who are different.’

Academics have also tried to isolate what gives Harry Potter its
distinctive appeal. Tricia Sindel-Arrington writes, “J.K. Rowling’s
Harry Potter books are modern Gothic novels which incorporate
symbols to create vivid imagery while connecting to the adolescent’s
self-discovery journey.”® Janet Neilson finds that “]J.K. Rowling
draws from global sources for inspiration for everything from spells
to magical creatures. These sources are woven throughout the text to
create depth and a sense of cultures beyond the one in which Harry
lives.”” John Granger, one of the first writers to comment on the
Christian symbolism in Harry Potter, notes that Rowling “wields the
tools of narrative misdirection, literary alchemy, the hero’s journey,
postmodern themes and traditional symbolism to engage and entrance
us well beyond suspended disbelief.”$

The academic interest in the Harry Potter phenomenon has
inspired over a dozen literary conferences focused on the Harry
Potter series. In 2008 alone, the list of Potter conferences included
Terminus in Chicago, Convention Alley in Ottawa, Portus in Dallas,
and Accio in England, and even more have been held in the years
since. For serious researchers, a 275-page hardcover called Scholarly
Studies in Harry Potter: Applying Academic Methods to a Popular
Text was released in 2005 and sold on Amazon.com for $109.95.°
According to Debbie Mynott, Area Children’s Librarian at Solihull
Metropolitan Borough Council (UK), the articles in the book
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“demonstrate the richness Harry Potter and his world provide for
literary critics and scholars.”!°

Harry’s quickly expanding fandom has even inspired comparisons
to be made between the Potter series and the Bible, which popular
culture has dubbed the “best-selling book of all time.” Although the
Bible is still winning, Rowling’s novels are catching up:

According to Rowling’s agent, Christopher Little, the seven Harry Potter
books have so far been translated into 67 languages, amassing the 400m
figure since the publication of the first book in the series, Harry Potter
and the Philosopher’s Stone, in 1997. Despite the furious pace of sales,
Harry Potter will still have his work cut out to catch The Bible, which,
according to the Guinness Book of Records, has sold 2.5b copies since
1815, and has been translated into 2,233 languages or dialects.!

Along with its success, however, came controversy. The
overwhelming popularity of the Harry Potter series might have been
what first raised the suspicions of conservative Christians, who —
citing the examples of magic and witchcraft in Harry Potter’s world
— have declared Rowling’s fiction satanic propaganda designed to
lead children into the occult. The continuing debate among Christian
communities over whether children should be allowed to read the
Harry Potter series has frequently been reported by the media; for
example in news reports of lawsuits attempting to ban Harry Potter
books from school and public libraries, or the even more startling
accounts of public book burnings. Aside from evolution, Harry
Potter is one of the most controversial subjects in the heated debate
over what we should be teaching our children. (While these issues are
predominantly constrained to U.S. politics and culture, the spread
of evangelical forms of Christianity abroad have resulted in similar
issues). On August 2, 2000, Education Week reported that:

The American Library Association reports that at least 13 states
witnessed attacks on the Harry Potter novels last year, making them
the most challenged books of 1999. Given the enormous publicity and
forecasted sales of Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, we can expect
the attacks to escalate when schools reopen in September.'?

These initial responses were enflamed by a spoof article called
“Harry Potter Books Spark Rise in Satanism Among Children,”
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posted by the satire news site the Onion on July 26, 2000. Using
made-up interview statements and provocative language, it painted a
frightening picture of Harry’s Satanic influence on kids:

“T used to believe in what they taught us at Sunday School,” said Ashley,
conjuring up an ancient spell to summon Cerebus, the three-headed
hound of hell. “But the Harry Potter books showed me that magic is
real, something I can learn and use right now, and that the Bible is
nothing but boring lies.”

“I think it’s absolute rubbish to protest children’s books on the grounds
that they are luring children to Satan,” Rowling told a London Times
reporter in a July 17 interview. “People should be praising them for
that! These books guide children to an understanding that the weak,
idiotic Son Of God is a living hoax who will be humiliated when the
rain of fire comes, and will suck the greasy cock of the Dark Lord while
we, his faithful servants, laugh and cavort in victory.” '3

Although the article was meant to ridicule the fears of
Christian parents protesting the Harry Potter books and poke fun
of the controversy, it was unexpectedly used by Christians (either
deliberately or without realizing that the Onion is a satire site) as
definitive proof against the series. Soon after the article appeared, a
chain letter was created and forwarded in a massive email campaign
which heavily cited the passages of the Onion’s fabricated news story.
By mixing truth with fiction, it proved a powerful motivator in the
fight against Rowling’s young wizard:

Date: Fri, 4 Aug 2000 01:59:13 EDT
Subject: Fwd: Harry Potter Books?

This is the most evil thing I have laid my eyes on in 10 years... and no
one seems to understand its threat. The Harry Potter books are THE
NUMBER ONE selling children’s books in the nation today. Just look
at any Barnes & Noble or Waldenbook storefront. Go to Amazon.com
and read the reviews. Hear the touting by educators and even Christian
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teachers about how “It’s great to see the youth so eagerly embracing the
reading experience!”

Harry Potter is the creation of a former UK English teacher who
promotes witchcraft and Satanism. Harry is a 13 year old ‘wizard.
Her creation openly blasphemes Jesus and God and promotes sorcery,
seeking revenge upon anyone who upsets them by giving you examples
(even the sources with authors and titles!) of spells, rituals, and demonic
powers. It is the doorway for children to enter the Dark Side of evil.

... My hope is that you will see fit to become involved in getting the
word out about this garbage. Please FWD to every pastor, teacher, and
parent you know. This author has now published FOUR BOOKS in less
than 2 years of this “encyclopedia of Satanism” and is surely going to
write more. I also ask all Christians to please pray for this lost woman’s
soul. Pray also for the Holy Spirit to work in the young minds of those
who are reading this garbage that they may be delivered from its harm.
Lastly, pray for all parents to grow closer to their children, and that
a bond of sharing thoughts and spiritual intimacy will grow between
them.

Letters such as this one ignited outrage and inspired a deliberate
movement against J.K. Rowling’s novels. In 2001, several book
burnings were held with Harry Potter as the main stimulus. In early
January 2002, the Christ Community Church of Alamogordo, New
Mexico, became the topic of international media attention for its book
burning after the pastor, Jack D. Brock, preached a sermon on the
topic “The Baby Jesus Or Harry Potter?” Brock stated he considered
the Harry Potter books to be “an example of our society’s growing
preoccupation with the occult. The Potter books present witchcraft
as a generally positive practice, while the Bible expressly condemns
all occult practices.” The event became the topic of news features in
both the United States and England.!* Pastor Brock admitted to never
having read any of the Potter novels. In August 2003, the Jesus Non-
denominational Church in Greenville, Michigan, also burned Harry
Potter books. According to the report, “The pastor says stories like
Harry Potter that glorify wizardry and sorcery will lead people to
accept and believe in Satan.”
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Evangelical Protestants were not the only ones worried that
positive depictions of wizardry would mislead children. In a letter
from March, 2003 Cardinal Ratzinger (now Pope Benedict XVI)
thanked the author of Harry Potter — Good or Evil, who argued that
Rowling’s novels corrupt young people and harm a child’s developing
relationship with God, for her “instructive” book:

It is good, that you enlighten people about Harry Potter, because those
are subtle seductions, which act unnoticed and by this deeply distort
Christianity in the soul, before it can grow properly.'

Harry Potter has also been a dividing factor in many communities.
For several years, J.K. Rowling’s series topped the American Library
Association’s lists of most-challenged books, for reasons including
“anti-family, occult/Satanism, religious viewpoint and violence”
(reasons cited in 2001). Attempting to educate Christians about
the dangers of Harry Potter, Robert McGee of Merritt Island,
Florida, released a documentary in 2001 (Harry Potter: Witchcraft
Repackaged; Making Evil Look Innocent) claiming that Rowling’s
books introduce kids to human sacrifice, witchcraft and even
Nazism.'® School boards in Cedarville, Arkansas, and the Eastern
York School district in Pennsylvania were challenged on decisions
regarding whether Harry should be allowed in school libraries. In
2002, the police department of Penryn, Pennsylvania refused to
direct traffic for the YMCA triathlon because Harry Potter was read
to kids attending the YMCA after-school program. In a letter sent
to the YMCA, the town’s police captain questioned whether it was
“serving the will of God by reading Harry to children,” adding “As
long as we don’t stand up, it won’t stop. It’s unfortunate that this is
the way it has to be.”

Although the controversy softened with the continued success
of Harry Potter and its endorsement by many mainstream religious
organizations, pockets of resistance remain. In 2006 the conflict
resurfaced with the documentary Jesus Camp, which shadowed
a Christian camp aimed at using children to proselytize. Leader
Becky Fischer’s bold comments on Harry Potter were quoted at the
beginning of this chapter. Traces of the early email campaign based
from the Onion article continue to condition Christian responses to
Harry Potter. In July 2009 Reverend Douglas Taylor and his “Jesus
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Party” received media attention for protesting the opening of “Harry
Potter and the Half-Blood Prince”; these protests were mocked by
satire site Land Rover Baptist as part of their continuing (fictitious)
campaign against Harry Potter:

Each night in July during the release of the Satanic film, “The Half
Blood Prince,” JESUS YOUTHS will be armed with fire-extinguishers
filled with compressed lamb’s blood. “Our brave Baptist youths will
innocently approach theater lines and spray unsaved moviegoers with
the warm blood of the Lamb. They’ll shout the name of Jesus and throw
Chick Tracts into the dazed crowd,” says Pastor. “They need to run
like their dickens are on fire after witnessing time is over because they
are outreaching for Jesus outside of church property! And there might
be some unsaved police officers about! Church vans will be waiting a
quarter mile away from each theater to escort JESUS YOUTHS back to
the Main Sanctuary for a de-brief with the Board of Deacons. Then it’s
off to Friendly’s for 20-minutes of ice-cream fellowship.!”

As recently as October 24, 2010 the following article was posted
on the blog Everyday For Life Canada:

As the Harry Potter phenomenon continues to contaminate the
hearts and minds of Canadian youth, I felt it necessary to address
my concerns and that of so many other like-minded Christians, who
clearly understand the Harry Potter controversy, that it glorifies and
propagates the occult. Make no mistake, the Harry Potter story line
is about witches and wizards, the practice of divination, necromancy
and sorcery. It is all presented in a glorifying way through the exciting
adventures of a young boy’s life.!s

What's the big deal? Christian Responses

It is tempting to simply dismiss or discredit these reactions as
fundamentally misinformed or baseless. However, there is a very real
anti-Harry sentiment among conservative Christian churches — and
it has a biblical foundation. Thus it is important to look more deeply
into the issue and to understand what the religious debate against
Harry is all about. As esteemed author Judy Blume points out, it
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would be a mistake to overlook the real impetus behind the protests:

The real danger is not in the books, but in laughing off those who would
ban them. The protests against Harry Potter follow a tradition that has
been growing since the early 1980’ and often leaves school principals
trembling with fear that is then passed down to teachers and librarians.
What began with the religious right has spread to the politically correct.
... And now the gate is open so wide that some parents believe they
have the right to demand immediate removal of any book for any
reason from school or classroom libraries. The list of gifted teachers and
librarians who find their jobs in jeopardy for defending their students’
right to read, to imagine, to question, grows every year. ... | knew this
was coming. The only surprise is that it took so long — as long as it took
for the zealots who claim they’re protecting children from evil (and evil
can be found lurking everywhere these days) to discover that children
actually like these books. If children are excited about a book, it must
be suspect.?’

At the same time, from a Christian perspective the issue is very
clear: the Bible explicitly forbids witchcraft. The command “Thou
shalt not suffer a witch to live” of Exodus 22:18, which was used
to justify the persecution of women during the Inquisition and later
during the Salem witch trials, is also cited against Harry Potter. The
other biblical passage quoted often in arguments against the Harry
Potter series is from the book of Deuteronomy:

There must never be anyone among you who makes his son or daughter
pass through the fire of sacrifice, who practices divination, who is
soothsayer, augur or sorcerer, weaver of spells, consulter of ghosts of
mediums, or necromancer. (Deut. 18:10-12)

While this passage clearly forbids believers to practice sorcery,
ambiguity remains. Is reading about witchcraft the same as practicing
it, and therefore also banned? As Connie Neal clarifies in What’s a
Christian to Do with Harry Potter:

Reading Harry Potter is a disputable matter because we are not debating
whether it is okay for Christians to practice witchcraft of spells. The
Christian position on that is clear. We agree that we should never
participate in or practice anything listed in Deuteronomy 18:9-14. But
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reading Harry Potter is not the same as practicing witchcraft or even
— as some assert — promoting it. However, some can take it to mean
just that. Therein lies the disputable part of these issues that Christians
debate in earnest.?’

To a skeptical reader who doesn’t believe in magic, this controversy
might seem exasperating; but the root of the issue is that Christians
do believe in a super-natural world (and hence, the possibility of
magic), and also that the Bible outlines appropriate responses to that
world. A literal reading of the Bible makes it clear that magic, spell-
casting, divination and communion with spirits are not only real,
but also very dangerous. The fear is that children reading the Harry
Potter books and playing around with make-believe spells and magic
may end up being drawn towards more occult practices later, or even
accidentally contacting real evil spirits.

Although these biblical prohibitions may be the root of the
criticisms made against Harry Potter, as ].K. Rowling’s novels grew in
popularity, Christians opposed to Harry Potter searched for further
ways to demonstrate the potential dangers of the books for children.
The following is a summary of some of the early Christian responses
to the Harry Potter series. It should be noted that critics who are
against the reading of the Harry Potter series have rarely read the
books themselves. This means that their information about the novels
comes only from 2nd or 3rd place testimonies, book jackets, literature
reviews and conjecture. Moreover, many of the following responses
were formulated after only the second or third Harry Potter novel,
and are inadequate to deal with the Potter series as a whole.

Promotes the Idea that Magic is Just Fantasy

The belief that witches and wizards are harmless because they
don’t really exist is a dangerous fallacy for Christians who believe that
magic and witchcraft are real and condemned by God. This point is
demonstrated admirably by the preface of Michael D. O’Brien’s Harry
Potter and the Paganization of Culture. O’Brien describes how he was
inspired to write the book after hearing from three independent and
unconnected Christian sources whose attempts to read Harry Potter
caused them to experience physical nausea. He then claims that when
he started publishing, he was cursed by three witches, whose spells
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were only broken by his faith in Jesus. The fantastic elements in his
account are worth quoting in full:

The witches’ spells against me were utterly terrifying, nearly paralyzing,
and only when I cried out the name of Jesus were the spells broken and
pushed back. I had to keep repeating His name to preserve the defense,
and woke up in a state of terror that did not dissipate in the manner of
bad dreams. My wife woke up too and prayed with me, and finally we
were able to go back to sleep in peace. In a similar dream the following
night, the three witches returned, now accompanied by a sorcerer, and
once more they cast a hideous spell against me. Again it was repelled by
the holy name of Jesus and also by the prayers of the saints, especially
St. Joseph. A third dream that occurred not long after was the most
frightening of all. In it, I had been captured and taken to an isolated
house deep in a forest. The building was filled with men and women
involved in witchcraft and sorcery. They were waiting for a man who
was their chief sorcerer to arrive, and I was to be the human sacrifice
in the night’s ritual. When he entered the room I felt that all hope had
been lost, a black dismay filled me, along with terror of a kind I had
never before felt. Even then, I was able to whisper the name of Jesus.
Instantly the walls fell backward onto the ground outside the house,
the cords that had bound me fell from my wrists and ankles, and I ran
for my life. Leaping out of the house, I was astonished to find the entire
building surrounded by mighty angels, who by their holy authority had
immobilized all of the sorcerers within. I leaped and danced with joy,
and realized that I had been transformed into a child. Jesus appeared in
the sky above and began to descend. I continued to dance in jubilation
and relief, crying out greetings to him as he arrived. At which point I
woke up, filled with utter joy. And that was the last of the bad dreams.?!

Like O’Brien, many Christians accept the fact that an invisible
spiritual warfare is constantly going on between Jesus and the forces
of evil, and live in a world just as incredible as that of Harry Potter.

Makes a Distinction Between Good Magic and Bad Magic

Fans of Harry Potter would probably agree that Harry and his
companions are moral characters who use magic for good purposes,
as opposed to their unethical enemies, who use magic for evil and
selfish purposes. But this distinction could lead children to the
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conclusion that magic can be good or “safe,” depending on the moral
choices made — a dangerous path for Christians who see all magic,
for any purpose, as unacceptable. Alison Lentini explores this theme
in her article “Harry Potter: Occult Cosmology and the Corrupted
Imagination”:

For those who seek conformity with the teachings of the Hebrew
Scriptures and the New Testament, “safe magic” is wishful thinking,
intellectual dishonesty, and an invitation to the spiritual deviations that
the Hebrew prophets bluntly referred to as “harlotry,” and the New
Testament apostles forbade. As such, the “safe magic” of Harry Potter
offers a message that is as morally confusing to a generation of children

as the current ideology of “safe sex.”??

Introduces Children to the Occult

Wicca = Witchcraft = Satanism. Or at least that’s the connection
made on many fundamentalist blogs and websites, who view the
accepted modern day religion named Wicca as positive proof that
New Age ideologies and the contemporary tolerance of pluralism are
Satan’s ploy to capture the souls of those who wander too far into
occult territory. Although Harry Potter, as a fictional character who
employs magic to defeat his adversaries, is not unique in children’s
literature, he is the most popular manifestation of contemporary
society’s demand for magic and fantasy, and has therefore become
a primary target of criticism. The threat is voiced clearly by Alan
Jacobs in “Harry Potter’s Magic,” which claims “such novels could
at best encourage children to take a smilingly tolerant New Age view
of witchcraft, at worst encourage the practice of witchcraft itself.”??
The overly zealous author of the website Exposing Satanism, who
has placed Taoism and Buddhism under the title of “False Beliefs,”
gives a stronger response:

The whole purpose of these books is to desensitize readers and
introduce them to the occult. What a better way to introduce tolerance
and acceptance of what God calls an abomination, than in children’s
books? If you can get them when they are young, then you have them
for life. It’s the oldest marketing scheme there is.?*
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Has No Moral Compass or Ethical Authority

Another criticism raised against the Harry Potter series has been
that there is no absolute moral authority. Although there are good
characters and bad characters in the books, there is also a lot of moral
ambiguity and no supreme authority for establishing and policing
universal ethical laws. Moreover, “good” characters often behave
very poorly — for example being angry or jealous. Harry himself
often lies and breaks the rules, is rude towards authority figures and
prone to violent encounters with his enemies. This argument usually
goes hand-in-hand with a defense of other, more Christian works
like the C.S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia or Tolkien’s Lord of the
Rings trilogy, both of which (mostly on account that the authors
were practicing Christians) are championed as appropriate books
for Christian children. As writer Richard Abanes proclaims, “the
books clearly present far too much moral subjectivity and patently
unbiblical actions to be of any ethical value.”** Lindy Beam agrees, in
an article about the appropriate Christian response to Harry Potter:

The spiritual fault of Harry Potter is not so much that it plays to dark
supernatural powers, but that it doesn’t acknowledge any supernatural
powers or moral authority at all. Rowling does not write from the basis
of Judeo-Christian ethics. So her characters may do “the-wrong-thing-
for-the-right-reason,” often lying, cheating, or breaking rules in order to
save the day.”

However, this argument becomes very weak if we agree that the
criticism should be applied to every novel equally and not only to the
Harry Potter series; there are very few works of literature in which
the protagonist is sin-free and ethically meticulous. In response to
this argument, Connie Neal points out that the Bible itself is hardly
bereft from moral ambiguity itself, and cites a handful of biblical
indiscretions worsened by the fact that the characters acted purely
out of self interest: Abraham and Isaac lied about their wives, calling
them sisters in order to escape persecution; Jacob and his mother
deceived Isaac with an elaborate disguise and lied to cover the
deception; Rachel stole her father’s idols, hid them, and lied about it;
ten of the Patriarchs sold their brother into slavery. She concludes, “If
we decide that we will only read stories to kids where those on the
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good side never do wrong, we would not be able to read the Bible.”*’

Uses Satanic Symbols

Still others have found Satanic symbols in the Harry Potter stories.
Arguments following this kind of logic mention that the Bible often
depicts Satan as being a snake (Genesis 3:1-4; 2 Corinthians 11:3;
Revelation 12:9; 20:2), and that in book two of the Potter series, we
discover that Harry has a gift of speaking with snakes (Chamber of
Secrets 145-147). This language is called Parseltongue, and is already
openly associated with the dark arts in the series. Harry, however, got
this power from the truly evil character, Voldemort, and always uses
it for the greater good.

Another connection is made from the lightning bolt figure on
Harry’s forehead. Associating lightning with Satan based on the
passage, “I saw Satan fall from heaven like lightning” (Luke 10:18),
and noting that the forehead is meant to be a place reserved for the
name that God will put on those who love Him and serve Him (“And
they will see His face; and His name will be on their foreheads” (Rev
22:4)), some fundamentalists have argued that to put any other mark
there, especially a Satanic mark, is a mockery to God.

As we’ve seen, arguments like these, when used in conjunction
with anti-Potter propaganda and riveting “proofs” of Harry’s Satanic
influences, stirred up the fury of religious extremists enough to cause
public demonstrations, lawsuits or book burning events. Although
in today’s liberal culture of tolerance, book burning is generally
frowned upon (in nearly every case more liberal members of the
community protested the burnings — ashamed that their towns had
become harbors for such violent and discriminatory practices), the
burning of books on witchcraft is a biblically sanctioned practice.
The following story is found in the Acts of the Apostles:

And many that believed came, and confessed, and shewed their deeds.
Many of them also which used curious arts brought their books together
and burned them before all men: and they counted the price of them,
and found it fifty thousand pieces of silver. So mightily grew the Word
of God and prevailed. (Acts 19: 18-20)

It should be pointed out, however, that this episode is a bit of
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ecclesiastical advertising and rather than denounce witchcraft,
it actually acknowledges its power. Early Christian communities
believed that Jesus Christ eclipsed all magical spells; not because they
weren’t real, but because Jesus had a higher magical efficacy than the
best alternative methods. This is why new converts could converge
and cast their expensive books into the fire. This is not the same as
burning books about magic simply because they are evil.

Positive Christian Responses

The fact that there have been a few isolated cases of Harry Potter
book burning by fundamentalist religious groups should not lead us
to the assumption that all Christians are anti-Potter. On the contrary,
many of the most authoritative sources have given the series their
support. On January 10®, 2000, for example, Christianity Today
published the editorial “Why We Like Harry Potter,” which claims:

Rowling has created a world with real good and evil, and Harry is
definitely on the side of light fighting the “dark powers.” Third, and this
is why we recommend the books, Rowling’s series is a Book of Virtues
with a preadolescent funny bone. Amid the laugh-out-loud scenes are
wonderful examples of compassion, loyalty, courage, friendship, and
even self-sacrifice. No wonder young readers want to be like these
believable characters. That is a Christmas present we can be grateful
for.?®

Christians who have read the series even find that they can be
useful instruments for spreading the gospel message. John Killinger,
for example, says glowingly “The Potter stories, far from being
‘wicked” or ‘Satanic’... are in fact narratives of robust faith and
morality, entirely worthy of children’s reading again and again, and
even becoming world classics that will be reprinted as long as there
is a civilization.”?

Christians who approve of Harry Potter have trouble accepting
the argument that Narnia or the Lord of the Rings — which also feature
magic, spells, warfare, mythological symbols, talking animals and
half-breeds like elves and centaurs — are better material for Christian
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children. Indeed there is no argument that can hold against Harry
Potter and not also be used against hundreds of other classic and
contemporary children’s stories. Neal contends that the content of
the stories, rather than the intention of the authors, must be honestly
appraised; and if we ban one book based on specific criteria, all
others should be judged similarly: “Must we say that Lewis’s stories
promote Wicca and conclude that they are unsuitable for children
and Christians? If we take this position about the Harry Potter
stories, then the answer is yes.”3® This argument can be extended
to include most other popular fairy tales: the Good Witch in The
Wizard of Oz; the magic in Disney stories like Cinderella, Beauty
and the Beast or the Little Mermaid — many of which are allowed by
Christian parents. As Marcia Hoehne observes in a letter to the editor
of Christianity Today:

Rowling’s story, which she has described as an epic novel in seven parts
rather than a book with six sequels, is an epic novel of good versus evil,
where the heroes require help beyond natural strength, and where good
wins out. Are Hogwarts’s witches more sinister than Oz’s? Than Mary
Poppins? It would be refreshing if Christians would look up from the
pulp fiction and animated videos long enough to educate themselves
in the field of literature, so they might think through and discuss its
complexities and themes as ably as the world does.*!

Supporters of Harry Potter point out that the plot revolves around
a battle between good and evil, and also that Jesus Christ has at least
a little in common with Harry Potter. In addition, the two stories
share moral themes like love, sacrifice, honor, bravery, honesty and
friendship; as well as challenging moral lessons that must be learned
as the characters struggle through the plot. Harry Potter therefore, it
can be argued, stems from a Judeo-Christian ethos. The willingness
of non-Christians to discuss an interesting and “neutral” topic such
as Harry Potter can even be used as a platform towards more in-
depth conversations about spiritual themes. Chuck Colson instructs
that interest in Harry Potter can be used to turn readers towards
“more Christian” books:

If your kids do develop a taste for Harry Potter and his wizard friends,
this interest might just open them up to an appreciation for other
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fantasy books with a distinctly Christian worldview. When your kids
finish reading Harry Potter, give them C.S. Lewis’s Narnia books and
J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy. These books also feature
wizards and witches and magical potions — but in addition, they inspire
the imagination within a Christian framework — and prepare the hearts
of readers for the real life story of Christ.*

It is also noted that the Harry Potter series and Christianity share
a certain number of esoteric symbols, such as the lion for bravery
and righteousness, the snake for evil, the phoenix for rebirth, and
the unicorn for purity — although the reason for these similarities is
debated. Neal stresses that while Christians can interpret the symbols
in Harry Potter within a biblical paradigm, these associations were
not deliberately intended by Rowling;:

We Christians can associate the symbol of the Lion for Gryffindor
House with the Biblical symbol of Jesus (supremely good) being the
“Lion of the tribe of Judah.” We can associate the snake of Slytherin
House with the biblical symbol of the evil one represented as a serpent.
... However, we must remain absolutely clear on this point: The author
of Harry Potter never makes any association between Harry Potter’s
fantasy world and Satan the devil, or any other aspect of occult spiritual
forces revealed in The Bible as real in our spiritual world. If we choose
to create such an association, it is our own choice.?

Others, however, have noted the similarities and claimed that
Rowling’s inspiration must have come directly from the Bible. After
quoting a lengthy passage from the Book of Revelation, Killinger
comments, “The sweep and imagery are not that different from
those employed by Rowling. In fact, there can be little doubt where
Rowling got the idea of the King of Serpents for her story, whether
she did so consciously or unconsciously.”3*

The strength of the Christian arguments in support of Harry
Potter, however, depend upon the ability to see Harry Potter as a
Christian story built around a Christian framework. Killinger
remarks, for example, that the Potter mythos “is not only dependent
on the Christian understanding of life and the universe but actually
grows out of that understanding and would have been unthinkable
without it.”**
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However, in this passage we can detect an extremist worldview
that, while prevalent among a few fundamental Christian groups, is
academically impermissible. This is that all love and goodness came
into the world only after Jesus Christ, and no true ethics can be found
before him. Therefore anything good in Harry Potter, deliberate or
not, must have been influenced by Christianity.

There has been only one great plot engine for all fiction since the coming
of Christ, and that is the struggle of good to overcome evil. Before
Christ, in the eras of great Hellenistic and Roman literature, this was
not true. There was struggle in The Iliad, The Odyssey, and The Aeneid,
but it was not about the conflict between good and evil; this essential
ingredient in all great Western literature (and even many of the lesser
writings) is derived from Hebrew and Christian theology, and especially
from the Gospels, with their portrayal of the battle between Christ and
the forces of darkness.?*

Killinger’s conclusion — that any good and evil struggle where
good wins is a Christian Story — is hard to accept. Incidentally, this
argument reveals a troubling inconsistency in Christian dogma:
strictly speaking, in Christian theology there should be no struggle at
all between good and evil: Judeo-Christian monotheistic belief makes
it very clear that there is only one God, and he is omnipotent. There
never was, nor can there be, any real conflict between good and evil
in such a scenario. It is not possible for evil to win the battle against
God. Although it can be argued that the battle is waged for the soul
of each person, based around the issue of “free-will,” it is more likely
that instances of light against dark imagery and the epic battles
between the forces of good and evil are vestiges of Zoroastrianism, a
Persian religion from which Christianity has always tried, with little
success, to distance itself. It would seem that in this case Harry Potter
and Christianity (against its better judgment), are both borrowing
themes from older traditions. However, the theme of light and dark,
good versus evil, is so universal that it would be reckless to suggest
that a story based on such conflict is guilty of plagiarism.

Embracing the Harry Potter fad as a way to reach children, in
2003 Trudy Ardizzone of St. Peter’s Episcopal Church of Del Mar
California created the Vacation Bible School program “Wizards and
Wonders”; a kind of Harry Potter role-play with biblical substitutions.
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According to the online description, God “delights in any path that
leads to us him,” so there’s no reason not to use Harry Potter as a fun
and engaging activity:

Through drama, crafts and games, participants connect the hero’s story
to Bible stories. In an engaging set of experiences, mirroring some
of Harry’s, you will explore issues of identity, alliances, team work,
spiritual gifts, life’s direction, temptations, moral choices, courage and
faith. Two thousand years ago, Jesus taught the public through parable,
metaphor, and simile. How could he make simple people grasp such
vast and impossible ideas such as God, heaven, and grace? He did so
by relating them to objects and experiences the people understood.
The glory and majesty of our Lord and his divine plan were in no way
tarnished or diminished by comparing them to humble shepherds and
sheep, mustard seeds, yeast and lost coins. The task of each generation
is to read the Bible through the fresh filter of its own experience. If we
believe we are a people led and inspired by the Holy Spirit, we should
have no problem finding new metaphors for grace, love, forgiveness,
and even the divine in our contemporary world. I believe God infuses his
creation with the holy and makes many diverse opportunities available
for our connection and revelation. My religious imagination thinks that
God delights in any path that leads us to him, even if it is in tales of
lonely but courageous orphan boys, silly spells, school friendships and
loyalties, magic, and evil wizards.>”

In 2010, a congregation in the Episcopal Diocese of lowa used
Trudy’s program to run a successful Vacation Bible School with 30+
children, which was picked up by the local lowa City newspaper and
then spread through online news services. The event was newsworthy
because of the inherently volatile tensions that continue to be
perceived between Harry Potter and Christianity.

Changes Since 2007

The landscape for Christian-Potter relations significantly changed,
however, after the publication of Rowling’s final book, Harry Potter
and the Deathly Hallows, on July 21%, 2007. Not only did the book
sell 11 million copies in the first 24 hours of release (in only three
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markets) — breaking all previous sales records and becoming the
fastest selling book in history it also shattered the religious opposition
to Harry Potter with its inclusion of specifically Christian motifs,
themes and plot events. According to Paul V.M. Flesher, director of
the religious studies program at the University of Wyoming and the
author of an article about Harry Potter for the Journal of Religion
and Film:

At the end of the last book, we have a dying and rising Potter — he has
to be killed to deliver the world from the evil personified by Voldemort.
There’s a Christian pattern to this story. It’s not just good versus evil.
Rowling is not being evangelistic — this is not C.S. Lewis — but she
knows these stories, and it’s clear she’s fitting pieces together in a way
that makes sense and she knows her readers will follow.*®

These revelations, and the increasing support from religious
leaders, have spurred the proliferation of articles like the one
published in Boston Globe of August 16, 2009, titled “The Book
of Harry: How the Boy Wizard Won Over Religious Critics.”*
The sudden praise of J.K. Rowling’s boy wizard also allowed some
religious leaders to gain an instant platform simply for approving
of the boy wizard and encouraging other Christians to do the same.
Mary Hess, for example, of Luther Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota,
writes in the journal Word ¢& World:

Rather than decrying as wicked certain elements of the series — as far too
many Christians have done — we ought to be inviting our communities
into deeper appreciation of both the similarities and the contrasts
between the stories and our Christian faith*

This task has been taken up with remarkable passion by
numerous writers, both online and in print. Although books on the
spiritual or religious symbolism in Harry Potter are not new, there
has been a marked increase in interest and media coverage. A few of
the available titles include:

Harry Potter Power

The Seeker’s Guide to Harry Potter
Looking for God in Harry Potter
The Hidden Key to Harry Potter

* Ot ot ot
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Harry Potter and Torah

What’s a Christian to Do with Harry Potter?

A Charmed Life: The Spirituality of Potterworld
Harry Potter and the Meaning of Life

Harry Potter and the Bible: The Menace Behind the Magic
Harry Potter’s Bookshelf

Does Harry Potter Tickle Sleeping Dragons
How Harry Cast His Spell

The Wisdom of Harry Potter

The Mystery of Harry Potter

The Gospel According To Harry Potter
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One of the most recent books exploring the Christian symbolism
in Rowling’s work is One Fine Potion: The Literary Magic of Harry
Potter by Baylor University professor of English, Greg Garrett.*!
Answering the question “How would C.S. Lewis respond to the
Harry Potter series?” in an online interview, Garret responds,

I have no doubt that the Christian apologist part of Lewis would
have celebrated the fact that there is no more powerful contemporary
retelling of the gospel narrative than Rowling’s 4100 pages. (...) Now
that the series is complete, we know that the shape of the finished
Potter narrative is the shape of the Christian story: A prophesied savior
willingly lays down his life in order to defeat the power of death, fear,
and hopelessness, and usher in a beautiful new world. The qualities
of love, community, sacrifice, compassion, and courage that Rowling
celebrates in the novels seem to me to be the qualities Christians most
need to live an authentic and faithful life, so even though no one in the
books preaches, the books preach.*

What Does Rowling Have to Say?

J.K. Rowling has always been careful responding to questions
about her spiritual views, maintaining that she couldn’t comment on
the books’ religious content until the conclusion of Book Seven.* In
a 2000 interview, she stated:
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If T talk too freely about whether I believe in God I think the intelligent

reader, whether 10 or 60, will be able to guess what’s coming in the
books.*

Not surprisingly, along with the final book of the series, which
culminates in Harry’s sacrificial death, some readers have made the
claim that Rowling’s early refusals to discuss religion, hinting that
it would give away the ending of the story, proves that the entire
series has been a conscious and deliberate recreation of the gospels.
According to the editorial “Is Harry Potter the Son of God?” (2007)
posted on mugglenet.com by Abigail BeauSeigneur:

The secret to Harry Potter is tied to Rowling’s Christianity. The master
of the red herring has done it. She has tricked the entire world. What
appears to be a book about witchcraft is a story about Jesus Christ. . .
The story of Harry Potter is, and always was, a Christian allegory — a
fictionalized modern day adaptation of the life of Christ, intended to
introduce his character to a new generation.*

And there is some truth to this view. Rowling could not have
failed to be aware of the similarities between Harry and Jesus as
she was writing. In fact, after the publication of the 7th book she’s
admitted in several interviews that Harry Potter was, in some sense,
modeled on the Christian narrative. In a 2007 interview, when asked
by a young reader about Harry’s being referred to in the books as the
“chosen one,” Rowling replied:

Well, there clearly is a religious undertone. And it’s always been difficult
to talk about that because until we reached Book Seven, views of what
happens after death and so on, it would give away a lot of what was
coming. So yes, my belief and my struggling with religious belief and so
on I think is quite apparent in this book.*

At the same time Rowling, although reported to be a regular
churchgoer whose daughter Jessica was baptized into the Church of
Scotland, has been careful to say that she didn’t set out to convert
anyone to Christianity.

I wasn’t trying to do what CS Lewis (author of the Chronicles of Narnia)
did. It is perfectly possible to live a very moral life without a belief in
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God and T think it’s perfectly possible to live a life peppered with ill-
doing and believe in God.*

She reaffirmed this position during her appearance on The
Oprab Winfrey Show (Oct. 1, 2010), insisting that her books have
no religious agenda:

I’'m not pushing any belief system here; although there is a lot of
Christian imagery in the books. That’s undeniable. But that’s an allusion
to a belief system in which I was raised.

Comparisons between Jesus and Harry Potter

Now that we’ve established that similarities between Jesus and
Harry do exist and have been recognized by academics, religious
leaders and even Rowling herself, we should take a closer look at the
actual parallels before continuing. I’ve listed a few of the main items
below; of course there is no end to this kind of exegesis, and acute
readers will be able to find many more connections.

Miraculous Birth

Both Jesus and Harry have a miraculous birth story, which
includes the survival of an attempt on their lives by an evil power,
who tried to kill them because of a prophecy that the child would
someday challenge their rule. Jesus goes into hiding in Egypt with his
parents when king Herod orders the massacre of all the young male
born children in Bethlehem because of prophecy he’d heard from
the Magi (Matthew 2:16-18). Harry Potter’s parents, meanwhile,
weren’t lucky enough to be warned by an angel, and Lord Voldemort
kills them both. However, when he tries to kill Harry, the powerful
magical protection put on Harry by his mother’s love makes the
killing curse backfire and hit Voldemort. Harry is taken away in
secrecy by professors McGonagall and Dumbledore, and left in the
house of his only living relative.

Childhood Miracles

Of both Jesus and Harry, very little is known until after they are
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older. Rowling reveals a few episodes where, before Harry learned
how to use magic properly, it accidentally caused accidents when he
was angry. Likewise, although not recorded in the canonical gospels,
there are apocryphal writings of Jesus as a child using his miraculous
powers for less than noble reasons. In The Infancy Gospel of Thomas,
for example, Jesus killed a boy for throwing a stone at him, and
another for spoiling the pools of water he’d made. The parents of the
town came to Joseph and said, “It is impossible for thee to live with
us in this city: but if thou wishest to do so, teach thy child to bless,
and not to curse: for he is killing our children, and everything that he
says is certainly accomplished” (Infancy Gospel of Thomas, 4). While
the biblical story of Jesus then jumps to his adult years (or year — his
ministry as recorded in the Bible appears to be just one year long),
Harry’s main battles are all completed as a teenager.

Magical Powers

It may be controversial to suggest that Jesus, like Harry, is a
magician; however it is no secret that the figure of Jesus was endowed
with miraculous powers, and many of his feats in the Bible may seem
to critics little different than party tricks. This claim was raised, for
example, by the pagan philosopher Celsus (178AD) who claimed
that Jesus had learned magic in Egypt:

Jesus, on account of his poverty, was hired out to go to Egypt. While
there he acquired certain [magical] powers. . . He returned home highly
elated at possessing these powers, and on the strength of them gave
himself out to be a god. . . It was by means of sorcery that He was able
to accomplish the wonders which He performed. . . Let us believe that
these cures, or the resurrection, or the feeding of a multitude with a few
loaves. . . These are nothing more than the tricks of jugglers. . . It is by
the names of certain demons, and by the use of incantations, that the
Christians appear to be possessed of [miraculous] power.*®

Even in his own time, the miracles of Jesus were not particularly
impressive; similar — and greater — feats of supernatural prowess were
regularly associated with other mythological figures. Early converts
confessed they had difficulty separating the miracles done by Jesus
and the apostles from those done by the heretics and apostates. In the
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Pseudo-Clementine Literature, for example, Simon Magus (who was
said to be, like Jesus, a disciple of John the Baptist) walks through fire,
flies through the air, makes statues walk and turns stones into bread.
He becomes a serpent, changes himself into gold, opens locked doors,
and makes dishes bear themselves and wait on him.* The author
admits “if we did not know that he does these things by magic, we
ourselves should also have been deceived.”*°

What feats did Jesus perform as evidence of his divinity? He
changed water into wine (Harry could have learned to do that in
“transfiguration” class), walked on water (Harry would have used
the spell, “wingardium leviosa”), and multiplied fish and loaves of
bread (a similar spell was put on the contents of Bellatrix’s bank
vault, which Harry broke into in Book 7). The truth is that there is no
miracle performed in the gospels that is in any way more astounding
than the many magical feats in Harry Potter’s world. A large part
of what has always made the gospel stories exciting to readers, just
like the Harry Potter novels, are the elements of magic, fantasy and
power.

Battles with Evil

Jesus often battles with demons that have taken possession of
a person. He “calls them out” or sends them away. Harry Potter’s
enemies are also sometimes disguised as or have taken over the
appearance of someone else. Jesus’ power comes from the One who
sent him, and his enemies are all manifestations or pawns of Satan,
the deceiver. Harry Potter’s challenges are overcome through his faith
in Dumbledore, who continuously teaches that Love is the greatest
magic, and Potter’s enemies are mostly agents of Voldemort. Also,
Jesus, while good, is given power to command demons and evil forces,
who must obey him. Likewise, Harry is given the gift of Parseltongue,
the rare ability to talk with snakes; thus he alone has control over
“evil” or dangerous elements in the books; a power he often uses to
the benefit of others.

The Power of Faith and Love

A central theme in Christianity is faith: God has a plan, and people
should listen to and heed God’s call, and believe in him even when
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things don’t seem clear. A similar theme is found in Harry Potter,
between Harry and Dumbledore. Throughout the seven novels, it
becomes clear that Dumbledore has more information about the
truth of things than he is willing to share, and has a definite plan in
store for Harry, even though he won’t tell him what it is. Although in
the beginning, Harry has enough faith and loyalty in Dumbledore to
summon Fawkes, the sorting cap and Gryffindor’s sword, as things
get more difficult Harry has to continuously struggle to keep his
faith in Dumbledore. After the death of Dobby in Book 7, however,
Harry’s faith is finally given unconditionally:

He had made his choice while he dug Dobby’s grave; he had decided
to continue along the winding, dangerous path indicated for him by
Albus Dumbledore, to accept that he had not been told everything that
he wanted to know, but simply to trust. He had no desire to doubt him
again, he did not want to hear anything that would deflect him from his
purpose. (Deathly Hallows, 454)

Another important Christian theme is Love. The golden rule,
“Love your neighbor as yourself,” is sometimes recognized as Jesus’
single greatest ethical teaching, and the simple claim that “God is
Love” is not infrequently given as a definitive statement of Christian
belief. Likewise, in the Harry Potter series, we learn that love is the
greatest magic; it is more powerful than Voldemort’s dark skills. It is
the magic that protects Harry from his enemies and guarantees his
eventual victory. Dumbledore, the surrogate God-the-Father figure
in the novels, promotes the idea that love is more powerful than all
other magic, something that Voldemort never accepts:

“The old argument,” he said softly. “But nothing I have seen in the
world has supported your famous pronouncements that love is more
powerful than my kind of magic, Dumbledore.” (Halfblood Prince, 444)

Incidentally, a passage from the book of John concerning love can
be used in defense of Harry Potter. “Beloved, let us love one another,
because love is from God; everyone who loves is born of God and
knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is
love” (I John 4:7-12). In the series, Harry Potter knows love and it is
this power that enables him to defeat Voldemort. Therefore, it could
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be argued that Harry Potter is “born of God and knows God.”

Sacrificial Death and Subsequent Resurrection

There is nothing so crucial to Christian theology, nor so sensitive
to criticism, as Jesus’ sacrificial death (which is believed to break the
chains of sin and save all humanity) and his subsequent resurrection
(the evidence that Jesus is God’s son, savior, and that believers can
likewise expect life after death). Jesus’ physical resurrection is the
epicenter of Christian faith. It is revealing that before the last book
of Harry Potter was even published, several critics were already
forecasting that Harry would face some sort of sacrificial death.
Based on the similarities between Harry Potter and Jesus Christ,
many bloggers guessed that the seventh novel would have Harry die
to defeat his enemies:

But perhaps Harry will perform the ultimate sacrifice by defeating
Voldemort and dying himself so everyone else will have the chance to
live on. We really won’t know until the releases of Half-Blood Prince
and Book 7, but it’s still fun to make predictions based on the possible
foreshadowing and Biblical symbolism.*!

His death will be a noble one, it is prophesied in the blogs, a death
both sacrificial and necessary to save the world from the satanic Lord
Voldemort. I agree with this line. I also expect Harry’s death to show
that his character’s path is modeled on the Gospel accounts of Jesus,
and, more significantly, that the link between him and wizardry-school
headmaster Albus Dumbledore is patterned on the most essential
relationship in the Christian Bible - that between Jesus the Son and God
the Father.>

As it turns out, the way in which Harry faces his death in Book
Seven is more similar to the Passion of Christ than anyone could have
guessed. Harry Potter fully realizes that Dumbledore intended him
to die at Voldemort’s hand. Such is his love and faith in Dumbledore
that Harry goes willingly to his death; hoping by his sacrifice to stop
Voldemort and effectively save the world:
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Finally, the truth. Lying with his face pressed into the dusty carpet of the
office where he had once thought he was learning the secrets of victory,
Harry understood at last that he was not supposed to survive. His job
was to walk calmly into Death’s welcoming arms. Along the way, he
was to dispose of Voldemort’s remaining links to life, so that when at
last he flung himself across Voldemort’s path, and did not raise a wand
to defend himself, the end would be clean, and the job that ought to
have been done in Godric’s Hollow would be finished: neither would
live, neither could survive. (Deathly Hallows, 554)

The exact nature of Christ’s resurrection is likewise a hotly
contested topic — and has been throughout the history of the Church.
A central tenet of Christian faith is that the term “resurrection”
means the physical, bodily re-animation of a fully deceased human
body. As such, the Christian tradition is unique in claiming that Jesus
Christ was actually raised, in bodily form, from the dead. Any other
accounts of figures dying and re-appearing differ substantially, it is
argued, because they were only mythological or symbolic. The same
criticism will of course be used against claims that Harry Potter
resurrected. And perhaps he did not, strictly speaking. However,
Rowling’s final book includes all of the right literary requirements to
designate Harry Potter as a dying and resurrecting savior of the type
that has been celebrated in various traditions for thousands of years.
How we interpret the differences between Jesus’ death and Harry’s
cannot mask the underlying similarities.

Harry went willingly to his death, gave no resistance, and was hit
by a killing curse. It was the intent of his self-sacrifice that sealed his
victory over evil. He found himself in a heaven of sorts (significantly it
was “King’s Cross” station) where he was able to talk to his deceased
friend and guide, Dumbledore:

“But I should have died — I didn’t defend myself! I meant to let him kill
me!”

“And that,” said Dumbledore, “Will, I think, have made all the
difference.” (Deathly Hallows, 567)

Dumbledore told him, that if he so chose, Harry would ‘go on’ to
other things, leaving his body behind.
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“Pve got to go back, haven’t I?”

“That is up to you. ”

“Pve got a choice? ”

“Oh yes.” Dumbledore smiled at him. “We are in King’s Cross, you say?
I think that if you decided not to go back, you would be able to... let’s
say... board a train.”

“And where would that take me?”

“On,” said Dumbledore simply. (Deathly Hallows, 567)

We must assume that if Harry had “boarded a train,” then his
physical body would never reanimate and he would be truly dead.
He chose, instead, to go back and try and defeat Voldemort once and
for all.

Harry was subjected to humiliation by his enemies, as Voldemort
(believing Harry to be dead) celebrated his triumph by performing
the “Cruciatus Curse” on Harry’s body (582). He was believed dead
by all of his followers and friends, who wept for him. His body was
carried in a procession by Hagrid, and displayed as a symbol of
Voldemort’s triumph. Briefly, it seemed that evil had won the battle,
but then Harry rose up, fought the final battle and defeated Voldemort
forever. More important than the scientific nuances of the word
“resurrection” are the literary themes found here: the hero appeared
dead and was mourned. His followers are then later surprised that
he is not actually dead, and celebrate his return. Such a literary motif
would apply equally to both Harry and Jesus.

For those familiar with mythology and able to look in the gospels
for universal symbols, themes and motifs rather than strictly literal
accounts of history, the connections between Harry Potter and Jesus
Christ can go even deeper.

Half-breeds

One common motif in mythology is that of the “half-divine
hero.” Stories and folklore from nearly all cultures explain their
heroes’ supernatural strength and powers by giving them a unique
parentage; usually a mortal mother and an immortal father. The
mother is sometimes referred to as a virgin — but this can mean
simply that, rather than becoming pregnant through intercourse
with a mortal male, the infant is sired through supernatural means.
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Often these heroes are raised by a human father, who may not even
know that his wife secretly bore the child of a god. These figures are
sometimes referred to as half gods or Demi-gods. Dionysus, Hercules,
Gilgamesh, Perseus and many more heroes are on this list, as well
as historical figures like Alexander the Great. Any sufficiently grand
personage could be given a higher status through this mythological
motif. The divine parentage manifests in special abilities; or, in other
versions, figures are given miraculous gifts and special items later by
their divine parent.

To take a familiar example, the sorcerer Merlin was son of a
mortal woman and a spirit of the air, giving him his magical ability.
Jesus, meanwhile, was born of a mortal woman and the Holy Spirit
(a face of the triune God) and announced by an angel. He was raised
by his father Joseph, but knew that he also had a divine father.
Incidentally, some critics have argued that Rowling’s boy wizard is
indebted mostly to the Merlin myths. Like Jesus and Harry, Merlin
was also terrorized by a powerful ruler (named Voltigern) as a
baby, due to a prophecy by his astrologers. Although Voltigern and
Voldemort sound a little alike, there is no indication that Rowling got
her inspiration from the Merlin story — although she may well have.

Rowling’s treatment of the Demi-god motif is innovative. Rather
than having a mortal woman for a mother and a divinity or deity
for a father, Harry’s mother (Lily) was a “mud-blood,” who came
from a mundane, non-magical family, while his father (James) was
a warlock, who came from the magical world. Harry, like his enemy
Voldemort, is a half-blood: half ordinary and half magical.

Lions and Serpents

Harry Potter is associated with the lion through his placement
in Gryffindor, whose symbol is a lion. His enemies are collectively
and repeated identified with snakes and serpents: “Draco” Malfoy,
placed in “Slytherin,” whose symbol is a snake, and Voldemort with
his pet companions Nagini, a giant, venomous, hooded snake that
Voldemort makes into a Horcrux, and Salazar Slytherin’s basilisk,
which Harry defeats in Book Two.

Jesus is called “The Lion of Judea” and frequently identified as
a lion, and Satan’s symbol has always been a serpent — probably
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because of the snake’s role in the temptation episode of Genesis. If
these symbolic representations of good and evil were unique to Harry
Potter and the Bible, we would probably conclude that Rowling had
done the borrowing; the symbols are just too specific for them to
be accidental attributes. However, the lion has been a symbol of
divinity, righteousness, courage, and the triumph of good over evil
for a very long time — at least a thousand years before the Christian
era. Likewise, the snake has long been identified with evil, sin, or
philosophically, with time and the cycle of death and rebirth.

A Girl, a Sword, a Snake, and a Flying Hero

A very common motif in mythology, easily recognizable in the
second Harry Potter novel and also identifiable, although with more
difficulty, in the Bible is the story of a hero with a powerful sword
and a magical means of flight that saves a princess or maiden from
the captivity of a dragon or sea-monster. Manifestations of this story
include, most famously, Perseus on Pegasus the flying horse saving
the chained Andromeda from being sacrificed to the sea beast, or
the Christian legend of St. George the dragon slayer. It is essentially
a battle scene between good and evil, although it has a much deeper
esoteric significance.

In Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets, Ron’s sister Ginny is
possessed by Tom Riddle (Voldemort’s teenage self) and taken deep
into the belly of the caverns under Hogwarts. Harry descends into
the underworld to save her, and his faith and bravery is rewarded by
a magical sword, which he uses to slay a basilisk and “save the girl.”
He then relies on Fawkes, Dumbledore’s phoenix capable of bearing
many times its own weight, to fly himself and Ginny to safety. The
same motif can also be found in the Book of Revelation, where the
battle takes place in the heavens between a snake, a mother fleeing
from the snake’s venom, and a mighty, armed, winged protector
(usually identified as the archangel Michael).

However there is a more symbolic reading as well. Jesus Christ,
by his death and resurrection, defeated his enemy, Satan (always
represented as a serpent, as he was in the Garden of Eden). Jesus came
to save his followers, represented collectively as a feminine entity:
“The Holy Mother Church.” Although he may not have wings, he
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can both walk on water and ascend bodily into heaven. Jesus also
had a sword — but it is well hidden in the symbol of the cross. The
cross and the sword are actually identical figures, symbolically:
(t). It is only the Christian interpretation of that symbol and the
emphasis on the death and resurrection, rather than the struggle over
the adversary, which makes the distinction. Jesus is often thought of
as a pacifist, but he makes it clear that he came “not to bring peace,
but the sword” (Matthew 10:34). It is perhaps Christianity’s unique
inversion of classical symbolism from the sword of conflict to the
cross of non-violence that is responsible for its peaceful reputation.
Ironically, the symbol that has come to represent peace in modern
times is an inverted cross with broken arms — although this symbol
was actually designed for the Nuclear Disbarment campaign and has
no overt religious meaning.

7 Seals, 7 Horcruxes

In the Book of Revelation, the plot revolves around the
destruction of the seven seals that bind a sacred scroll. The seven
seals must be broken to open this manuscript, which will undo the
work of God’s creation and end the world. Only the Lamb is worthy
to open the scroll, because he made the sacrifice that saved many
people (Rev. 5-6). Similarly, Harry’s quest in Books Six and Seven
is the destruction of seven magical objects that contain pieces of
Voldemort’s soul, called “Horcruxes.” All of the Horcruxes must be
found and destroyed before Voldemort can be killed.

The symbolism of the number seven,however, predates Christianity
and comes from classical cosmology and ancient philosophical
traditions. The system of Pythagoras, for example, was very detailed:
there were seven known visible planets, and each planet had a certain
vibration or sound — which gave rise to the seven notes in an octave
(the eighth note being a repetition of the first on a higher scale).
Many Greco-Roman religions and spiritual communities believed
that to get from this place (earth) to heaven (the source), you had to
travel back through the seven planets or heavens.

The similarities in this case are most likely due to Rowling’s interest
in alchemy (which has preserved classical symbolism, cosmology and
thought more accurately than the Bible) rather than any Christian-



HARRY POTTER AS CHRIST FIGURE | 37

based inspiration. In a 1998 interview, Rowling remarked:

I’ve never wanted to be a witch, but an alchemist, now that’s a different
matter. To invent this wizard world, I’'ve learned a ridiculous amount
about alchemy. Perhaps much of it 'll never use in the books, but I have
to know in detail what magic can and cannot do in order to set the
parameters and establish the stories’ logic.*?

According to the website Harry Potter for Seekers, which aims
to “discover the many layers of spiritual symbolism hidden beneath
the excitement, mystery and fascination of Harry Potter,”’* Rowling
even consciously crafted the titles and order of the seven books along
alchemical guidelines.®

1 Earth STONE

2 Air CHAMBER

3 Water AZKABAN (island)
4 Fire FIRE

S Quintessence PHOENIX

6 Soul BLOOD

7 Spirit HALLOW (Holy)

We might wonder whether C.S. Lewis had a similar inspiration
for the organization of the seven books of his Narnia series, which
ended in The Last Battle.

James, Peter and John

One final surprising Christian parallel we find in Harry Potter
are the names of Christ’s three most prominent disciples: James, Peter
and John. Sirius’ three best friends were James Potter, Peter Pettigrew
and Remus John Lupin. In both cases it was Peter who betrayed his
friend.

Is Harry Potter a Christ Figure?

Although Rowling is obviously aware of the parallels between
Jesus and Harry, it is difficult to claim that Harry is only a modern
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retelling of the story of Jesus Christ. Rowling not only borrows from
a wide range of mythological and literary motifs, she also creates
innovative characters, plot events and magical items. Hence the claim
that Harry Potter is a Christ figure — although it can be made - is
problematic.

A “Christ figure” is simply a literary referent used to identify a
fictional character that seems to symbolize Jesus Christ in a significant
way, such as through the endurance of suffering, a sacrificial death, or
a (perceived) rebirth or resurrection. Many literary figures have been
called Christ figures by various researchers, including Ahab of Moby
Dick, Gandalf or Frodo Baggins of The Lord of the Rings, Galahad
in the Grail Quest, and McMurphy in One Flew Ouver the Cuckoo’s
Nest. Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex has even been labelled a Christ figure,
although his story was written centuries before Christianity. Killinger
gives the following brief overview in an online discussion about
Harry Potter’s relationship with Jesus Christ:

A Christ figure is a literary device, a particular way of shaping an
important character in a novel. He (or she) may not conform in every
instance to the biblical image of Jesus, but bears enough of the traits
or characteristics to suggest the relationship and send us looking for
important messages in the text.*

Credible criteria for potential Christ figures include:

Comes from an extraordinary origin
Possesses a “secret identity” and dual nature
Displays a distinctive appearance

Exhibits extraordinary powers

Generates awe and wonder

Gathers and leads disciples

Saves others

Suffers a sacrificial death

Descends into “hell”

Rises from the dead

L A D B A D P

Harry Potter certainly meets most, if not all, of these factors. His
“descent into hell” occurs during Book One. To get into the Chamber
of Secrets, Harry first had to pass the three-headed dog that guards the
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door. In classical mythology, Cerberus, the three headed dog, guards
the gates of Hell. Defeating this monster was one of the twelve feats
of Heracles. As we mentioned earlier, “rising from the dead” is open
to interpretation.

Given the similarities between Jesus Christ and Harry Potter, it
is no surprise that Harry Potter was identified as a Christ figure by
some writers even before the final book was released:

Harry Potter... is a witting or unwitting Christ figure who actually
battles the forces of darkness for the souls of the faithful and wins
a place in readers’ hearts because he so admirably conforms to our
expectations of such a redemptive figure.’’

Other readers have been strongly opposed to this identification.
In November of 2002, Beliefnet.com hosted an online debate on the
topic, “Harry Potter, Christ Figure? Professional Harry watchers on
whether J.K. Rowling’s hero is meant to resemble Christ.” Although
the debate ran when only four books of the series were available,
the opinions given are worth revisiting. Professor Thomas L. Martin,
from Florida Atlantic University writes:

Leaving aside Harry’s “Christlikeness” for the moment, Harry Potter
does conform to what (mythologist Joseph) Campbell would call the
pattern of the mythic hero. Potter is marked at birth for something
special, prophecies foretell the high destiny he faces, the various mentors
and rivals he encounters along the way, and then, of course, the ultimate
showdown with evil. These characteristics not only link him to Christ
— in Campbell’s system — but also Cinderella, Odysseus, Buddha, and
other heroes of other times and places.®

Professor Andrew Blake of King Alfred’s College, Winchester
(UK) agrees: “My first responses to Harry Potter were that he is
being written (and remember, he hasn’t yet been fully written) as a
redeemer. So far, so Christ-like.”%”

Richard Abanes on the other hand, author of Fantasy and Your
Family, argues “at best, Rowling’s novels are terribly derivative of
age-old myths, legends, and stories. In fact, she habitually borrows
from older (and better told, I might add) tales to flesh out her stories.
Rowling’s work is really nothing but a long string of mini-derivations
dressed up in 21st century garb.”®® Patrick Rothfuss, author of The
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Name of the Wind, contributes to the conversation by expanding this
idea:

Of all the irritating literary games people play, Find-the-Jesus is one
of the most wearying to me. Not every book has Christ symbolism.
Let it go. People use stairs. People suffer. People have fathers. People
make noble sacrifices. And, in fantastic stories, people come back from
the dead. Odin did it. Osiris did it. Sherlock Holmes did it. Buffy did
it. Spock did it. Hell... Voldemort died and came back. It takes more
than that to make a Christ figure. You want good Jesus symbolism in
a fantasy story? Go to Aslan in the Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe.
There’s a Christ figure for you. Harry is, at best, just following a
standard sacrificial hero archetype. It’s a storyline that was old before
Jesus was born.®!

Remarkably, both sides of the above argument rely on the same
evidence to support their claims. On the one hand, those who don’t
see Harry as a Christ figure argue that any apparent similarities are
in fact common in mythology and literature, and J.K. Rowling was
simply throwing together ancient mythological symbols that have
nothing to do with Jesus — because the story was “old before Jesus
was born.” Those who do see Harry as a Christ figure, on the other
hand, also see Harry as a mythological composite, but in their view,
this connects him to Jesus Christ, who is also in some way related to
mythological tradition.

In other words, everybody agrees that Harry Potter and Jesus
Christ have a lot in common but disagree about how important these
similarities are or where they came from. In fact the determining
factor has very little to do with Harry Potter, and everything to do
with the reader’s understanding of Jesus Christ. Is Jesus absolutely
unique in history, divorced from common universal mythological
traditions, making all apparent similarities therefore unbinding or
irrelevant? Or is he related to those mythologies, either as founder,
or product?

Of course today, in light of Rowling’s own admissions on the
subject and the parallels in the seventh book that have led even
Christians to accept Harry as one of their own, the voices denying the
similarities between Jesus and Harry have lessened. And yet the most
striking question has so far been ignored: Why do these similarities
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exist at all? Why does Jesus — a monumental figure in modern world
religion generally believed to have been historical — have so much in
common with the obviously fictional character of Harry Potter?

Now that we’ve seen the similarities between them, can we spot
the differences? The main distinction, it will be argued, is that Jesus
Christ is real: Jesus has traditionally been viewed as a historical
figure, while Harry is instantly recognized as fiction. But does this
distinction apply to the many seemingly mythical elements in the
gospels? Can Jesus’ miracles be separated from Harry’s magic tricks
because they really happened — or will we allow that certain features
of the gospels were exaggerated or intended to be literary. And if so,
where do we stop? What protects Jesus from the claim that he is, like
Harry, a fictional character?

Perhaps the real question we need to ask is not whether Harry
Potter is a “Christ Figure” (similar to a historical religious savior),
but rather whether Jesus Christ is a “Potter Figure” (a composition of
redemptive mythological symbols and philosophies). The remainder
of this book will aim at exploring this issue.

Conclusions and Summary

Similarities between Jesus Christ, Harry Potter, and countless
other figures do exist; but Jesus Christ is the only figure whose
followers have faith that his life and acts (including the nature-
defying miracles) have a historical basis.

Aslong as the biblical account of Jesus is assumed to be historically
valid, any apparent connection with mythology (including the modern
re-writing of mythology that is Harry Potter) can be automatically
discounted. However, if we can present evidence that destabilizes the
claim that the Bible records historical events, the boundaries between
Harry Potter and Jesus become very thin.

Critics argue that Harry Potter is only borrowing from universal
mythological symbols, but if this is true, can Jesus be accused of the
same? Could the similarities between Harry Potter and Jesus Christ
have resulted from Christianity’s inclusion of mythological motifs,
rather than Harry Potter’s inclusion of biblical ones?
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In recent decades, every attempt to demonstrate that Jesus
Christ is a literary figure, or that most of his deeds in the Bible are
adaptations of pre-existing traditions, has been so strongly repudiated
by conservative scholars that any claim to that effect is automatically
discredited. As we will see in the next chapter, however, the charge
that the life of Jesus has too much in common with pagan gods
and mythological traditions has been leveled against Christianity
repeatedly and consistently, all the way back to the very earliest
periods of the church.

Just how much of the gospel accounts of Jesus are based on
pre-existing mythology? Can we find the historical founder of
Christianity by removing the mythology from around him? Is there
reliable evidence that Jesus Christ was a historical person? These are
some of the questions that will be addressed in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER TWO

Doubting Jesus:
Ancient and Modern Controversy

“To the question, then, on what grounds do you deny that such a
person as Jesus Christ existed as a man? The proper answer is, because
his existence as a man has, from the earliest day on which it can be
shown to have been asserted, been as earnestly and strenuously denied,
and that, not by enemies of the Christian name, or unbelievers of the
Christian faith, but by the most intelligent, most learned, most sincere of
the Christian name, whoever left the world proofs of their intelligence
and learning in their writings, and of their sincerity in their sufferings.”
—Reverend R. Taylor, 1834

N THE LAST CHAPTER WE EXPLORED the similarities between
Jesus and Harry Potter and ended with the question, is Jesus, like
Harry, a purely literary figure? To begin with, we need to understand
that this is not a new question. As Reverend Taylor pointed out in
1834, the idea that Jesus Christ existed as a historical man has been
denied not only by modern critics, but also by Christian communities
(now branded as heretics) since the earliest periods of the Christian

movement.!
St. Ignatius, for example, who was martyred before 117AD,



44 | PART I: THE HISTORICAL CONTROVERSY

fought against the Docetist heresy, which denied that Jesus had come
in the flesh. Docetists, most likely with the Platonic split between spirit
and matter in mind, believed that Jesus had come in the appearance
or “semblance” of a human only, but did not have a physical body.
Ignatius had to vigorously dispute the claim that Jesus was born,
crucified and raised only in appearance. T.R. Glover captures the
spirit of his writing:

Men around him spoke of a phantom crucified by the deluded soldiers
amid the deluded Jews. — No! cries Ignatius, over and over, he truly
suffered, he truly rose, ate and drank, and was no daemon without a
body — none of it is seeming, it is all truly, truly, truly. He has been called
hysterical — death before him, his Lord’s reality denied, and only time
for one word —Truly.?

Overlooking Ignatius’ zeal and emphasis on the Jesus who truly
existed, how can we reconcile the traditional account of Christian
history with the fact that early “heretics” denied that Jesus had come
in the flesh? The Docetist understanding of Jesus is not some late
schism; the New Testament Epistle of John shows that similar beliefs
were active and threateningly popular very early in the Christian
communities:

Beloved, believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of
God: because many false prophets are gone out into the world. Hereby
know ye the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesseth that Jesus Christ
is come in the flesh is of God: And every spirit that confesseth not that
Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is not of God: and this is that spirit of
antichrist, whereof ye have heard that it should come; and even now
already is it in the world. (1 John 4: 1-3)

Rather than the traditional account of one, catholic (universal)
message of Jesus Christ, in the first few centuries of Christianity there
were dozens of factions, each of which believed very different things
about Jesus, and many of whom believed that the major events in
Jesus’ life occurred only in appearance.

At the same time, classically educated scholars familiar with
ancient philosophy, poetry or religion have been struck by the
similarities between Jesus Christ and other mythological figures.
Jesus raised the dead and healed the sick, and so did Asclepius; Jesus
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provided wine at a wedding feast, and suffered so that humanity
might be saved, as did Dionysus; Jesus descended into Hell, and
had powers to make the lion and lamb lay down together, just like
Orpheus. These parallels were much more obvious in the first few
centuries of the Christian movement, when these other figures played
an active role in religion, spiritual practices, literature and culture,
than they are today. Hence Celsus, a pagan philosopher who wrote
a condemnation of the Christian movement in the 2" century AD,
could ask:

Are these distinctive happenings unique to the Christians - and if so,
how are they unique? Or are ours to be accounted myths and theirs
believed? What reasons do the Christians give for the distinctiveness
of their beliefs? In truth there is nothing at all unusual about what the
Christians believe, except that they believe it to the exclusion of more
comprehensive truths about God.?

This alone should come as a surprise to those familiar with
traditional accounts of Christian history. Jesus was supposed to be
something entirely new. His miracles, death and resurrection were
expected to shock and awe; even his humility and ethics are assumed
to be in stark contrast to the wild revelries of the pagans. Actually — as
Celsus pointed out — there was nothing in the doctrine of Christianity
that was at all surprising to their contemporaries.

Writing several decades earlier than Celsus and trying to justify
his beliefs to critical outsiders, the apologist Justin Martyr, who
converted to Christianity around 130 and was martyred around 1635,
acknowledges the parallels between Jesus and pagan figures without
ever making the modern claim that these similarities are simply
coincidental:

When we say that the Word, who is first born of God, was produced
without sexual union, and that he, Jesus Christ, our teacher, was crucified
and died, and rose again, and ascended into heaven; we propound
nothing different from what you believe regarding those whom you
esteem sons of Jupiter (Zeus). For you know how many sons your
esteemed writers ascribed to Jupiter: Mercury, the interpreting word
and teacher of all; Asculapius, who, though he was a great physician,
was struck by a thunderbolt, and so ascended to heaven; and Bacchus
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too, after he had been torn limb from limb; and Hercules, when he had
committed himself to the flames to escape his toils; and the sons of
Leda, and Dioscuri; and Perseus, son of Danae; and Bellerophon, who,
though sprung from mortals, rose to heaven on the horse Pegasus (First
Apology XXI).*

Justin’s formal argument is that although other pagan gods are
also said to have been “born without sexual union, crucified, died,
rose and ascended into heaven,” Jesus Christ physically and actually
performed these feats, and is therefore unique:

But in no instance, not even in any of those called sons of Jupiter, did
they imitate the being crucified; for it was not understood by them, all
the things said of it having been put symbolically. (First Apology LV)

This argument is no different from the assertion that Harry
Potter and Jesus Christ are fundamentally different, because Jesus
was real. However, this distinction is only possible with faith that
Jesus genuinely performed the supernatural deeds that other figures
accomplished only “symbolically”; thus, the critical question is
whether Jesus was a historical figure who performed his miraculous
feats of power in the flesh, rather than just in appearance. The
importance of this criterion was not lost on the early church fathers.
Faced on all sides with the criticism that the gospel stories were
spiritual allegories and not intended as historical truth, the early
church fathers argued passionately for the fact of Jesus’ physical
body. That they needed to argue at all, and so vehemently, that Jesus
was a real person despite his similarities to other traditions, is an
indication that this claim was not widely accepted.

The purpose of this chapter is to show, first, that the claim of
Jesus Christ being either in part or in totality comparable to the
mythologies of other cultures is not a modern invention of conspiracy
fanatics, but has been argued and supported by some of the greatest
thinkers in history; and second, that the current academic consensus
that there was a historical founder behind Christianity is the product
of a specific trend in academic thought, rather than a conclusion
based on reliable evidence.

At the same time, the arguments and quotations presented here
are not to be construed as an argument for or against the existence
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of Jesus Christ; many of the works presented have already been
criticized, called into question or disputed as academic research into
the subject has progressed. My goal is only to demonstrate that a
modern controversy over the historical Jesus exists, that it has a long
and substantial history, and that, in effect, the jury is still out.

I also want to show that certain claims regarding Jesus are not
modern delusions of “fringe” scholars — in fact there are few claims
made about Jesus today that were not made centuries earlier. The
reason a handful of writers continue to re-raise these arguments is
because most people are completely unaware that they can be made
at all. After demonstrating that the hypothesis of Jesus Christ as
Christianity’s historical founder is not the only logical possibility, and
that the evidence used to support him is not unanimously accepted,
can we move into more speculative theories.

The Modern Debate

In the year 1600, scientist and astronomer Giordano Bruno
reiterated Celsus’ argument that the gospel stories of Jesus Christ
were akin to pagan mythologies. Unfortunately, at the time, the
Church did not permit such blasphemous accusations — after a seven-
year trial he was burned on the stake. As R.E. Witt relates:

Excommunicated by an obscurantist ecclesiasticism he went to the
stake for his beliefs. He was convinced that the wisdom and magic-
born religion of ancient Egypt excelled the fanatical theory that burnt
dissident thinkers as heretics. For the Biblical record was on par with
the Greek myths. Refusing to retract his teachings, he met his doom
dauntlessly, for he had less cause than his judges to fear the verdict of
history and could snap his fingers at them in warning. Giordano Bruno,
the unfrocked monk, perished on 16 February 1600, for his intransigent
denial that Christianity was unique.’

Bruno’s death represents perhaps the birth pains of the
Enlightenment; an age when mankind flexed its mental prowess
and attempted to find logical answers through reason rather than
by faith, superstition or revelation. Although most scholars attribute
the movement to the 18™ or 19™ centuries, it can be traced back to
Descartes’ cogito ergo sum (1637), or even the Scientific Revolution
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that began about a century earlier (Copernicus published On the
Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres in 1543). An interest in classicism
and the translation of mythologies from newly discovered parts of the
world, critical biblical scholarship, along with the weakening power
of Church censorship, led to the publication of many dozen treatises
investigating the historical nature of Jesus Christ.

One of the earliest of these essays was published by G.E. Lessing
(based on notes by Reimarus) under the general title Wolfenbiittel
Fragments, between 1774 and 1778. It concludes that Jesus was
wholly terrestrial and never meant to start a new religion. French
Enlightenment writer and philosopher Voltaire (1694-1778),
although maintaining the idea of a historical, crucified founder,
cautions that very little of the gospels could be taken at face value.
Voltaire argued that the Gospels were “written by persons acquainted
with nothing, full of contradictions and imposture” and that “the
whole history Jesus — only a fanatic or a stupid knave would deny
it — should be examined in the light of reason.”® Constantin-Francois
Volney and Charles Frangois Dupuis, two great thinkers of the
French Enlightenment, published works in the 1790’ claiming that
the stories of Jesus Christ found in the gospels, as well as many other
myths, were based on movements of the sun through the zodiac.
According to Dupuis:

Jesus is still less man than God. He is, like all the deities that men have
adored, the sun; Christianity is a solar myth. When we shall have shown,
that the pretended history of a God, who is born of a virgin in the
winter solstice, who is resuscitated at Easter or at the Vernal equinox,
after having descended into hell, who brings with Him a retinue of
twelve apostles whose chief possesses all the attributes of Janus—a God,
conqueror of the prince of darkness, who translates mankind into the
empire of light, and who heals the woes of the world, is only a solar
fable, ... it will be almost as unnecessary to inquire whether there was
a man called Christ as it is to inquire whether some prince is called
Hercules.”

The writings of Constantin Volney (1757-1820) were also
influential in challenging the claim that Jesus was historical. In
1808, Napoleon I was under the influence of Volney when, in a
conversation he had with Wieland at Weimar, he said it was a great
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question to decide whether Jesus had existed.® Another theory was
raised in Germany around the same time by Bahrdt and Venturini,
who introduced a skeptical movement into Jesus’ life that “so far
forsook the gospel representation as to leave his real historical form
largely a matter of conjecture.”® Jesus, they said, was a protégé of
the Essenes, who had drawn upon secret wisdom from Babylonia,
Egypt, India and Greece. Thus, he was a revealer of ancient and secret
wisdom, but not the savior portrayed in the gospels.

Thomas Jefferson, in a book now frequently called the
Jefferson Bible wrote under the premise that the gospel authors had
incorporated both events and teachings that could not be historically
accurate to Jesus himself.!° In 1829 Reverend Robert Taylor published
The Diegesis, which professes Christianity did not originate with a
historical founder and in fact has far more ancient roots. Prior to this
work, Taylor founded the Christian Evidence Society, among whose
central claims were that the persons in the gospels never existed and
the events in the gospels never happened. Taylor was thrown in jail
for blasphemy and conspiracy to overthrow the Christian religion.
A more influential (and controversial) work was David Friedrich
Strauss’s The Life of Jesus, first published in 1835 and translated into
English in 1846. The Life of Jesus is an attempt to remove all of the
mythical elements from the gospel accounts in order to search for the
genuine figure behind them; as such Strauss is considered a pioneer
in the historical investigation of Jesus:

The first Gospel accounts, in Strauss’s opinion, have not been drawn up
from an historical point of view. They do not relate the events as these
took place, but express certain ideas by means of images and symbols,
or, to employ the exact term that Strauss makes use of, by myths. What is
important in the notion of the myth is not the idea of unreality, but that
of a symbolical expression of a higher truth. The mythical explanation
seems to Strauss the synthesis which resolves the antibook between the
naturalist and the supernatural explanations of the life of Jesus.!!

Strauss’s research was continued by Bruno Bauer, who accepted
Strauss’s premise but focused on the mythical rather than historical
Jesus. Starting in 1840, he argued that Jesus was merely a fusion
of Greek, Roman and Jewish theologies. In Christ and the Caesars
(1877),'2 Bauer argued that the language of the New Testament
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was more in line with Stoicism and Roman culture than Judaism.
Hermann Detering notes, “The ‘demon’ to whom Bauer submitted
had whispered to him that all the Pauline letters were inauthentic and
that an historical person named Jesus very probably never existed.”!?
Wilhelm Wrede would later (1901) repeat many of Bauer’s ideas in his
book, The Messianic Secret. Going back in the other direction, Vie de
Jésus (life of Jesus) by Ernest Renan in 1863 — mostly a compilation
of German criticism — was directed at the public and consequently
attracted more attention. Renan’s novel paints a literary picture of a
(very human) gentle dreamer, and makes the claim that the idea of
a risen God comes from the passion of a deluded woman. In 1875
Kersey Graves published The World’s Sixteen Crucified Saviors (or
Christianity Before Christ). In his preface, Graves states that Jesus
taught no new doctrine or moral precept; that he inculcated the same
religion and morality as other moral teachers; and that he differs so
little in his character, preaching, and practical life from some of the
oriental Gods, that “no person whose mind is not deplorably warped
and biased by early training can call one divine while he considers
the other human.”'

Around the same time, the “Rosetta Stone,” found by Napoleon’s
army in 1799 and translated by Egyptologist Jean-Francois
Champollionin 1822, inspired a frenzied academic study of Egyptian
mythologies. This movement motivated specifically Egyptian
comparisons between Christianity and mythology. In 1877 W.R.
Cooper published The Horus Myth in its Relation to Christianity, in
which he writes:

The works of art, the ideas, the expressions, and the heresies of the first
four centuries of the Christian era cannot be well studied without a
right comprehension of the nature and influence of the Horus myth. We
cannot ignore these facts. We have as Christians no reason to be afraid
of them."

Egyptologist Gerald Massey, (1828-1907) author of Gnostic
and Historic Christianity and other works, also compared Jesus’
biography with Egyptian mythology. Once having made this
identification, however, he goes on to conclude that the figure
of Jesus is completely mythological, and could never have been
historical. In a private edition of his lectures published at the turn
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of the 20™ century (¢.1900), he says:

Nothing is more certain, according to honest evidence, than that the
Christian scheme of redemption is founded on a fable misinterpreted;
that the prophecy of fulfillment was solely astronomical, and the Coming
One as the Christ who came in the end of an age, or of the world, was
but a metaphorical figure, a type of time, from the first, which never
could take form in historic personality, any more than Time in Person
could come out of a clock-case when the hour strikes; that no Jesus
could become a Nazarene by being born at, or taken to, Nazareth; and
that the history in our Gospels is from beginning to end the identifiable
story of the Sun-God, and the Gnostic Christ who never could be made
flesh.1¢

John Mackinnon Robertson (1856-1933) wrote several books in
his lifetime about the mythical Jesus, who he identified as the solar
deity of a Jewish cult. Based on the evidence that everything found
in the gospels can be paralleled to pagan mythology, and that the
Jesus Paul speaks of is a “speechless sacrifice” rather than a person of
action and teaching, Robertson concluded that Jesus was a composite
of pagan myths.'” He is perhaps most famous for Pagan Christs:
Studies in Comparative Theology, which was published in 1903. Also
published in 1903 was G.R.S. Mead’s Did Jesus Live 100 BC, which
finds a Talmudic basis for the Jesus of the gospels. In 1906 Albert
Schweitzer published The Quest of the Historical Jesus, a classic
work of biblical historical criticism. Thomas Whittaker, meanwhile,
in The Origins of Christianity (London, 1904; 1909), argued “Jesus
may not be an entirely fictitious person, yet the gospel stories are
almost wholly mythical.”'® These texts influenced Arthur Drews’
The Christ Myth (1909), which synthesized and strengthened many
of the earlier arguments, and W.B. Smith’s Ecce Deus, that earned
a full review in The New York Times on August 13, 1911. A little
later we find Edward Carpenter’s Pagan and Christian Creeds (1920)
and Jesus of Nazareth: Myth or History by Maurice Goguel (1926).
According to Goguel:

Jesus must, then, have been at the beginning the God of a mystery. At
the time of Paul neither the God nor the mystery had become historical.
They were to become so in the period to follow the creative age, when
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it would be no longer possible to understand the high spirituality which
had inspired the primitive faith, and when the celestial drama upon
which Christianity of the first generation had lived had been transported
to earth.?”

After a century of debate over the historical Jesus, by the
beginning of the 20™ century it was generally conceded that Jesus,
even if he existed, was virtually unknowable. The great German
scholar Rudolf Karl Bultmann and his new literary critical school of
Formgeschichte (form criticism), effectively shut down inquiry into
the historical Jesus with his memorable 1926 statement, “I do indeed
think that we can know nothing concerning the life and personality
of Jesus, since the early Christian sources show no interest in either,
are moreover fragmentary and often legendary; and other sources
about Jesus do not exist.”?’ This position — that the historical Jesus
is beyond the scope of rational inquiry — was taken for granted in
1927 by philosopher Bertrand Russell in his treatise, Why I am not
a Christian:

Historically, it is quite doubtful whether Christ ever existed at all, and if
He did we do not know anything about Him, so that T am not concerned
with the historical question, which is a very difficult one.?!

In response to this apparent dead end, research into the historical
Jesus led in two distinct directions. The first was a continued emphasis
on comparative mythology, wherein the historical Jesus was ignored
in favor of the interpretation of the mythos and its importance for
understanding the human condition. This was the direction which
gained prominence through the writings of Sigmund Freud, Carl
Jung, Joseph Campbell, Mircea Eliade, and Sir James George Frazer.
The second was a renewed interest in discovering the historical Jesus,
by identifying and removing all traces of mythology, which focused
on identifying dissimilar elements in the Christ movement that might
have originated with a historical founder.

Mythology, Archetypes and the Subconscious

James George Frazer’s The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and
Religion (first published in 1890) scandalized Europe by equating
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the story of Jesus Christ with mythologies from more primitive and
ancient peoples, and arguing that all mythical heroes that die and
come back are really vegetation gods representing the changing
seasons.”? The Golden Bough had a major influence on anthropology
and many of the poets and authors of the 20 century, and invited the
interpretation of mythology and religion as allegories.

Frazer was an early piece of a movement towards the appreciation
and universalism of humanity. With the ongoing synthesis and
comparison between different religious and mythological traditions,
it became clear to many that human beings, rather than gods, were
responsible for the creation of their own myths — and moreover that
the similarities between these stories reflected some as yet unknown
common link between all humans. The study of mythology became
seen as a way to access the raw, original subconscious desires and
motivations of mankind.

In the late 1890’, Sigmund Freud interpreted mythology as the
result of repressed sexual desires. For example, Sophocles’ classic
myth of Oedipus Rex (the King) was considered by Freud to be
incestuous in nature, and to support his claim that all men have a
subconscious desire to sleep with their mothers and kill their fathers.
Freud’s studies have become so widely appreciated that few people
have not heard of the Oedipal Complex, which Freud explains in his
work “The Interpretation of Dreams.”

His destiny moves us only because it might have been ours — because the
oracle laid the same curse upon us before our birth as upon him. It is the
fate of all of us, perhaps, to direct our first sexual impulse towards our
mother and our first hatred and our first murderous wish against our
father. Our dreams convince us that this is so.?

It must be pointed out, however, that Freud’s thought is rooted
in the assumption that dreams and mythology are productions of
the subconscious mind, and that subconscious motivations are
universal. There may be truth in Freud’s theories, but there are also
some sensational claims that are not adequately supported. Critics of
Freud have christened Freudian analysis the “find the penis” game.
Trying to read Harry Potter, for example, along Freudian lines, is
both possible and ultimately unsatisfying. In Harry Potter’s Oedipal
Issues (2001), Kelly Noel-Smith explains:
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Given that it is every child’s phantasy to remove, by death, his or her
father to enjoy exclusive possession of his or her mother (and, inversely,
to eliminate one’s mother to take her place with one’s father), the reader
of Harry Potter is able to indulge in wish fulfillment of the most basic
phantasies without the grief which would ordinarily attach to them: we
know, at a conscious level, that the story is not true; unconsciously, the
deaths of Harry’s parents represent a wonderful fulfillment of Oedipal
phantasies.?*

Less commonly known about Freud is his interest in comparative
mythology. His book Moses and Monotheism (1938) explores the
link between the Judaic monotheism of Moses and the sun-centered
religion of the Egyptian pharaoh Akhenaten, claiming that Jewish
monotheism was inspired by this violently intolerant Egyptian
religious movement. As Jan Assman writes in Moses the Egyptian,
“Freud stresses (quite correctly) the fact that he is dealing with the
absolutely first monotheistic, counter-religious, and exclusivistically
intolerant movement of this sort in history.”?

Carl Gustav Jung later argued that the human psyche is by nature
religious, and that mythology, religions, dreams, art and philosophy
can be used to explore the unconscious:

Myths are original revelations of the preconscious psyche, involuntary
statements about unconscious psychic happenings, and anything but
allegories of physical processes.?

Like many of his peers, interest into comparative mythology
greatly influenced his work. As a student of Freud, his early position
was that myth originates and functions to satisfy the psychological
need for contact with the unconscious. He was “staunchly committed
to independent invention” of myth and asserted there is “no evidence
and indeed no possibility of contact among all of the societies with
similar myths.”?” Based on the similarities between various world
traditions and the presumed impossibility of contact, Jung came up
with the concepts of “the collective unconscious” and “psychological
archetypes.” In other words, since many cultures use the symbol of a
dying and resurrecting savior figure, and since these cultures did not
share the symbol with each other, it must have come out of universal
subconscious forces.
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Jung argued that Christianity, although once vital, stopped
interpreting its myths and so stopped being relevant to modern
people. “Belief is no adequate substitute for inner experience, and
where this is absent even strong faith which came miraculously as a
gift of grace may depart equally miraculously.”?® Noting the conflicts
between the claim of a historical Jesus and comparative mythology,
Jung reasons:

If the statement that Christ rose from the dead is to be understood not
literally but symbolically, then it is capable of various interpretations
that do not conflict with knowledge and do not impair the meaning of
the statement.?’

According to prominent Jungian Mircea Eliade, all myths are
religious myths (except for modern myths, which may be secular).
Eliade also continues the Jungian idea that you cannot go from sacred
to profane; in other words, it is possible for humans to create religious
myths (sacred stories) based on mundane experience (profane), but
not the other way around. Mythologist Joseph Campbell continued
this emphasis, even subjugating the historical to the mythic. In The
Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949) his primary purpose was to
explore the similarities between Eastern and Western religions. Later,
in his four-volume series of books The Masks of God (1959-1968),
Campbell tried to summarize the main spiritual threads common
throughout the world while examining their local manifestations. He
made it clear that it is the stories themselves that are important — not
whether or not the stories have historical basis:

We may doubt whether such a scene ever actually took place. But that
would not help us any; for we are concerned, at present, with problems
of symbolism, not of historicity. We do not particularly care whether
Rip van Winkle, Kamar al-Zaman, or Jesus Christ ever actually lived.
Their stories are what concern us: and these stories are so widely
distributed over the world — attached to various heroes in various lands
— that the question of whether this or that local carrier of the universal
theme may or may not have been a historical living man can be of only
secondary moment. The stressing of this historical element will only
lead to confusion; it will simply obfuscate the picture message.>

Campbell represented mythology studies at its most matured;
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however, by continuing in the tradition of Freud and Jung, he sought
only the universal aspects of humanity which gave rise to specific
mythological symbols and was not interested in finding any shared
external source for these symbols.

Christian apologist C.S. Lewis reflects many of the humanistic
tendencies and shifts Christianity went through in the middle of
the 20" century. During the rise of the “modernist heresy” much of
Christian thought and writing involved Neo-scholasticism and biblical
literacy, along with the adamant refusal of the studies mentioned
above. In the 1950, however, under humanist theologians like
Kahr Rahner and John Courtney Murray, Christian theology began
to turn towards tolerance, inclusion and interfaith dialogue. The
Second Vatican Council (1962) is a record of these changes, although
the Catholic Church has since moved back to a more conservative
position. An inspired theologian, C.S. Lewis accepts the universal
mythology of Jung or Campbell and models a very modern (liberal)
Christianity — one which could accept the mythical nature of the
gospels without being threatened by it. His conclusion is that all the
other figures who are similar to Jesus Christ were legends, stemming
from the imagination, and that Jesus Christ was the same story, but
as a historical reality:

The heart of Christianity is a myth which is also a fact. The old myth
of the Dying God, without ceasing to be myth, comes down from the
heaven of legend and imagination to the earth of history. It happens—at
a particular date, in a particular place, followed by definable historical
consequences. We pass from a Balder or an Osiris, dying nobody knows
when or where, to a historical Person crucified (it is all in order) under
Pontius Pilate. By becoming fact it does not cease to be myth: that is the
miracle... God is more than god, not less: Christ is more than Balder,
not less. We must not be ashamed of the mythical radiance resting on
our theology. We must not be nervous about “parallels” and “Pagan
Christs”: they ought to be there—it would be a stumbling block if they
weren’t. We must not, in false spirituality, withhold our imaginative
welcome.3!

Lewis’ hypothesis however, is based on the assumption that there
is a great deal of evidence for the historical Jesus: “it is all in order.”
If Jesus existed, then similarities to mythology are simply irrelevant.
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Thus, the similarities between Jesus and other mythological figures
are not threatening to Christians, but only as long as the evidence for
the historical Jesus is strong enough to silence our incredulity that a
historical person should have so much in common with mythology.

One limitation of the focus on psychological undercurrents of
universal mythology is that, although popularizing the similarities
between various mythological traditions, it also chained the subject
into the fixed, limited historical period of the movement. Consequently
the rich field of comparative mythology research is unfortunately
seen as “dated” or only relevant for psychology majors.

Criteria of Double Dissimilarity

While mythologists were busy exploring the similarities between
Jesus Christ and world mythology and claiming that they were
produced out of some universal human need or shared unconscious,
biblical scholars continued the quest for the historical Jesus with
a shifted focus. Using a methodological tool first advocated by
Bultmann, the Criteria of Double Dissimilarity (or “CDD?”), scholars
tried to identify the genuine historical founder behind the Christian
movement by combing through the Bible for ideas that could not be
traced either to Judaism or the early church. As Bultmann says in The
History of the Synoptic Tradition (1921):

We can only count on possessing a genuine similitude of Jesus where,
on the one hand, expression is given to the contrast between Jewish
morality and piety and the distinctive eschatological temper which
characterised the preaching of Jesus; and where on the other hand we
find no specifically Christian features.*

Bultmann’s CDD was reiterated and expanded by Ernst Kdsemann
and Norman Perrin, gaining the seal of approval among academics,
and has since remained influential in academic research into the life
of Jesus:

We can only sketch in a few bold strokes the embarrassment of critical
research. It lies in this; while the historical credibility of the Synoptic
tradition has become doubtful all along the line, yet at the same time
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we are still short of one essential requisite for the identification of the
authentic Jesus material, namely, a conspectus of the very earliest stage
of primitive Christian history; and also there is an almost complete lack
of satisfactory and water tight criteria for this material. In only one
case do we have more or less ground under our feet, when there are no
grounds either for deriving a tradition from Judaism or for ascribing it
to primitive Christianity. (Kasemann )%

Thus we reach the fundamental criterion for authenticity upon which
all reconstructions of the teaching of Jesus must be built, which we
propose to call the ‘criterion of dissimilarity.” Recognising that it
follows an attempt to write a history of the tradition concerned, we
may formulate it as follows: the earliest form of a saying we can reach
may be regarded as authentic if it can be shown to be dissimilar to
characteristic emphases both of ancient Judaism and of the early
Church, and this will particularly be the case where Christian tradition
orientated towards Judaism can be shown to have modified the saying
away from its original emphasis. (Perrin)3*

Although the CDD is a reasonable academic process, it has a
few disadvantages. First of all, it is made possible by first completely
ignoring the mythological and pagan elements in the gospels. Biblical
scholars (of the Bultmann variety) unanimously conclude that these
are “later additions” and can tell us nothing about the historical Jesus.
In other words — if Jesus was pagan, if all of those mythical elements
were the core of him and he consisted of nothing else, he would not be
historical; thus leading to a dead end in research and the impossibility
of knowing any more about him. Therefore, scholars focus on what
Jesus, as a hypothesized historical figure, must have been. Since many
of the elements in the Bible came either from pre-Christian Jewish
movements or post-Jesus Christian apologetics, Jesus (according to
the CDD) is to be found somewhere between these two.

This has been the motivating reasoning behind research into the
historical Jesus for the last few decades. It must be noted, however,
that with this type of research, the historical Jesus remains only an
unproven theory: Jesus the historical figure is the binding element
given to any untraceable idea, phrase, philosophy or theology from
a specific time period. Based on the fact that the gospel accounts of
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Jesus Christ are almost completely filled with earlier Jewish ideology,
pagan philosophy, or later Christian theology which developed over
time (and hence can say little about a historical founder), the only
way to talk about the historical Jesus intelligibly is to talk about the
type of person he could have been: he was either Jesus the Jew (who
became immediately transformed into something very different by
his followers) or nothing at all.

This trend is clearly shown by a few of the more popular titles
published about Jesus in the last few decades: Jesus the Jew (1973);
Jesus and Judaism (1985); The Historical Jesus: The Life of a
Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (1991); A Marginal Jew: Rethinking
the Historical Jesus (1991-2001); and Jesus of Nazareth, King of
the Jews: A Jewish Life and the Emergence of Christianity (1999).
In 2002, Theisen and Winter published The Quest for the Plausible
Jesus, which uses a softer form of the CDD to envision the Jesus
who might have been.’

The danger with this line of reasoning is that, when we do a close
examination of the Jewish sources, we find very little in the gospels
that cannot be traced to earlier movements within Judaism. We could
theorize that Jesus was the person who put these pieces together
and fueled them with passion, but it is also possible to remove the
hypothesis of a historical Jesus without weakening an understanding
of the historical developments. Consequently, when searching for the
historical Jesus with academic rigor, it is possible to go too far and
actually weaken the position that there was one at all. This problem
was recognized in a 1963 article printed by TIME magazine:

“We Can Know Nothing.” During the 1920s, Bultmann sealed the doom
of the old quest, as far as Europe was concerned.” He argued that the
Gospels were interested not in presenting a dispassionate portrait of Jesus
but in expressing the kerygma—the proclamation of the early church’s
faith in a Risen Christ. This meant that although the New Testament
might be a primary source for a study of the early church, it was only a
secondary one for a life of Jesus. Since the faith of later generations was
really based upon the shining faith of the first Christians and not upon
Jesus himself, theologians should forget about seeking the earthly Jesus
and analyze the formation of the kerygma. “We can now know almost
nothing concerning the life and personality of Jesus,” Bultmann wrote
in one of the shaping dicta of modern theology. Bultmann himself later
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moved a step farther to the theological left and argued that to become
credible for modern man, the kerygma must be “de-mythologized” -
stripped of such unbelievable elements as its heaven-above, hell-below
framework. But demythologizing, Robinson points out, threatened to
end up with “the conclusion that the Jesus of the kerygma could well be
only a myth.” Deprived of its link with the historical Jesus, Christianity
might end up as some kind of existentialist philosophy, of which Christ
was little more than a mythological symbol.3¢

The modern situation has not improved. In an article published
by Christianity Today in April of 2010, professor of religion at North
Park University in Chicago Scot McKnight, who has been intimately
involved in “Historical Jesus Research” for the past several decades,
describes how after years of passionate research the quest for the
historical Jesus has again reached an impasse.

Illustrating this point in his classroom, he asks students to take a
test about what kind of person they think Jesus was. Was he outgoing,
shy, friendly, pensive, exciting, etc. Then they take the same test, only
about themselves. The results show that people picture Jesus to be just
like they are; and the same is true, McKnight concludes, of religious
historians. McKnight quotes Dale Allison, one of America’s top New
Testament scholars, who confesses:

Professional historians are not bloodless templates passively registering
the facts: we actively and imaginatively project. Our rationality cannot
be extricated from our sentiments and feelings, our hopes and fears, our
hunches and ambitions. Maybe we have unthinkingly reduced biography
[of Jesus] to autobiography... The fragmentary and imperfect nature of
the evidence as well as the limitations of our historical abilities should
move us to confess, if we are conscientious, how hard it is to recover the
past. We wield our criteria to get what we want.?”

In other words, with virtually no evidence regarding the historical
Jesus, the best historians can do is project their interpretations of him.
McKnight also admits that the majority of New Testament scholars
are not orthodox Christians: they may be believers, but theirs is a
mature faith, which doesn’t accept the New Testament at face value.
While they maintain that Jesus was at least in part historical, they also
accept that much of the New Testament is not historically accurate.
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At the same time, as believers, they project into their research their
own pre-existing theological affirmations. McKnight adds:

One has to wonder if the driving force behind historical Jesus scholarship
is more an a priori disbelief in orthodoxy than a historian’s genuine
(and disinterested) interest in what really happened. The theological
conclusions of those who pursue the historical Jesus simply correlate too
strongly with their own theological predilections to suggest otherwise.

Incidentally, we might be justified in asking whether historical
New Testament scholars are really the experts on the historical Jesus
at all; wouldn’t someone studying mythology, comparative religion,
history or sociology be better qualified to explain the motivations
behind the Christian movement than someone who is seeking and
inserting the savior they need to find in order to justify their beliefs?

Despite the article’s subtitle, “Why scholarly attempts to discover
the ‘real’ Jesus have failed. And why that’s a good thing,” McKnight
concludes without giving any indication of the benefits of the failure
to discover the real Jesus. We can only guess that McKnight feels this
creates a space for people to believe whatever they want to believe,
without any proof or need of justification; “If there is no proof it
happened, there is also no proof that it did not happen,” believers
might argue. McKnight finishes his article with an unintentional
demonstration of the way faith can cloud academic judgment:

As a historian I think I can prove that Jesus died and that he thought his
death was atoning. I think I can establish that the tomb was empty and
that resurrection is the best explanation for the empty tomb. But one
thing the historical method cannot prove is that Jesus died for our sins
and was raised for our justification. At some point, historical methods
run out of steam and energy. Historical Jesus studies cannot get us to the
point where the Holy Spirit and the church can take us.*

Would an unbiased researcher conclude that the corpse of Jesus
getting up, walking out of his grave and ascending into heaven is
more rational than any other explanation, however improbable?

The main problem with the human, Jewish Jesus at the center of
modern research into biblical history is that nobody really believes in
him. He is a necessary hypothesis in order to preserve the possibility
of Christian faith, but he is nobody’s hero or savior; only a historical
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premise. Moreover, in stripping away the mythical elements in the
gospel, academics are also removing central concepts of Christian
belief (the virgin birth, the miracles, the death and resurrection of
Jesus). In proving the historical Christ, they are also, albeit indirectly,
disproving the Jesus of faith.

There have been a few contemporary researchers who disagree
with the trendy insistence on the historical Jesus. These scholars are
aware that the Jewish Jesus, while necessary to preserve the possibility
of a historical Jesus of any kind, is very tenuously based on the Bible
and the assumption that Jesus was real; and that although he remains
the focus of academic investigation, a very different hypothesis,
which does not presume the historical Jesus, is also possible. This
hypothesis is often referred to as the “Christ-Myth Theory.”

Although the following definition does not apply equally to all
writers, in brief the Christ-Myth Theory maintains that there is no
need for a historical founder to explain the rise of the Christian
movement; that all episodes and events in the gospels can be traced to
earlier traditions; and that certain early sects of Christianity began to
believe (mistakenly) that the stories of Jesus Christ were about a real,
historical figure. This theory may sound unbelievable at first, but bear
in mind that it is already not so different from the orthodox position.
Modern scholars already accept that the early Christian communities,
who worshipped Jesus as the dying and resurrecting son of God,
glossed over the real historical Jesus in favor of the “Jesus of Faith” —
a Jesus that incorporated elements from mythology, philosophy and
the theology produced by early Christian writers. The Jesus that they
believed in and even died for was not the historical Jesus still being
investigated by modern scholarship.

The Christ-Myth Theory is in general not supported by the
academia because they have already decided to look for the historical
Jesus, and believe that comparative mythology cannot shed light
onto the object of their investigations. Those few historians and
academics that are interested in researching the mythical Christ hope
to present an argument strong enough to withstand the foregone
presumption of critics that the theory is outdated or has already
been adequately disproved. Acharya S., author of several books on
the mythical Christ whose research was a key resource for the viral
documentary Zeitgeist, is forced to argue with those who doubt that
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the controversy over Jesus is worth exploring; when in fact, as we
have seen, it has a long history:

The most enduring and profound controversy in this subject is whether
or not a person named Jesus Christ ever really existed.... when one
examines this issue closely, one will find a tremendous volume of
literature that demonstrates, logically and intelligently, time and again
that Jesus Christ is a mythological character along the same lines as
the Greek, Roman, Egyptian, Sumerian, Phoenician, Indian or other
godmen, who are all presently accepted as myths rather than historical
figures.*

Meanwhile biblical historians focus exclusively on Jesus the Jew,
theologians focus exclusively on Christology and theory, and the very
real difficulty in putting the two together is ignored.

For the general public however, whether or not Jesus Christ as
presented in the gospels was a historical figure is a source of much
interest, and books on the subject have been both well-received and
heavily criticized. Titles taking the Christ-Myth approach include
G.A. Wells’ Did Jesus Exist? (1975), as well as his later books The
Jesus Legend (1996) and The Jesus Myth (1998). In 1999, three books
on Christ Myth theory were published: The Christ Conspiracy: The
Greatest Story Ever Sold by Acharya S; The Jesus Mysteries: Was Jesus
a Pagan God by Timothy Freke and Peter Gandy; and The Jesus Puzzle
by Earl Doherty (an expanded version was published in 2009 under
the title Jesus: Neither God nor Man-The Case for a Mythical Jesus).
There was also Robert M. Price’s Deconstructing Jesus (2000) and
The Incredible Shrinking Son of Man (2003), and more recently Tom
Harpur’s The Pagan Christ (2005) and sequel Water Into Wine (2007).

Critics respond that modern scholars affirm the historical Jesus
and that Christ-Myth Theory is centuries old and based on bad
scholarship; which is arguably true (mostly because of advances in
research standards). Going further, they reject outright any similarities
— which for them either do not exist at all (usually because, as Justin
Martyr affirmed, Jesus actually existed as opposed to the others
who did not) or are a case of reverse borrowing (i.e., Jesus did it
first). Unfortunately, they also ignore all of the critical research that
has gone into the historical Jesus, cite historical evidences that were
discarded as proof by experts centuries ago, and use regurgitated
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arguments that have no logical foundation to prove that Jesus existed
as a historical person. (In fairness, the same can be said for most
online supporters of Christ-Myth theory).

Conclusions and Summary

Part of the confusion surrounding the historical Jesus is the lack
of consensus on the subject matter. What is Jesus? Is Jesus the Son of
God, Savior, miracle worker, who was born of a virgin, died, came
back to life and ascended into heaven? Or was Jesus one of dozens
of Jewish rebel leaders during the Roman occupation of Jerusalem?
Among scholars, the former is generally refuted (or ignored) and the
later is affirmed. As a result, conservatives often point out that no
“serious” scholar doubts the historical Jesus. However, not only is
the historical Jesus of modern academics completely different from
the Jesus Christ of the gospels, there is also a very specific reason
- one which is not based on evidence — for the current academic
support of the historical Jesus.

The common, popular understanding of the historical Jesus
goes something like this: scholars and academics still believe that
there was a historical founder of Christianity, but disbelieve in the
miracles because they aren’t scientific (or are too similar to pagan
mythology). Christians believe in the historical Jesus as well —
which is not irrational because they are supported by the academic
community — and also have faith in the miraculous events. However,
there is a paradox in this situation which is not often pointed out: the
method and technique that scholars have been using for centuries to
try and find the “historical Jesus” is to first get rid of all the blatant
mythological or pagan elements in the Bible usually because they are
believed to be additions from alternative (non-Jesus) sources. They
are, in effect, the very things least likely to have been said or done by
Jesus, not because they are unrealistic, but because they are not unique
to an authentic, Jesus-inspired tradition. The result is a historical
founder of Christianity which, rather than providing a doorway or
foundation for Christian faith, is actually diametrically opposed; for
if the historical founder of the scholars did exist, it is only possible
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due to his dissimilarity from the Jesus Christ of the gospels.

At the same time, the idea that Jesus Christ was the historical
founder of Christianity is so heavily defended by Christians and
biblical scholars that to even raise the possibility of an alternative
theory — one in which the savior figure of the gospels may not have
been historical — is automatically derided. This has unfortunately
led to the development of rhetoric, presumption and a great deal
of obstinacy on both sides of the controversy. Before we could even
begin to look at the actual similarities between Jesus Christ and other
mythological traditions, we needed to first explore the history of the
debate in modern times and trace the historical developments that
have led to the contemporary academic and popular positions on the
historical Jesus.

Once we understand that various interpretations of Jesus Christ
have been made, ranging from Jesus as only a physical man, to
Jesus as only a supernatural deity, and that a definitive conclusion
is perhaps more a matter of belief than evidence, we may be able to
view the entire matter more objectively and review the evidence based
on its own merits. At the same time, the difficulty of approaching this
subject without pre-formed opinions and ideological baggage must
be acknowledged. The idea that Jesus really existed and that the Bible
is at least in part historically valid is a paradigm supported by modern
culture even among the non-faithful. Due to the number of magazine
articles and TV documentaries exploring the investigation into the
historical Jesus, showing new archeological discoveries purporting to
prove biblical testimony, reviewing the findings of biblical scholars
or debating controversies such as the Turin Shroud, there is a passive
acceptance that, whatever Jesus might have been, he almost certainly
was historical.

Meanwhile, the dispersion of Christ-Myth ideas such as those
found in the documentaries Zeitgeist (2007) and The God Who
Wasn’t There (2005), which introduced the Christ-Myth hypothesis to
record numbers of people, sparked a new level of Internet fervor over
the subject. The controversy now rages stronger than ever — but both
sides recycle arguments and evidence that the other side then blithely
discredits or ignores. The current state of frenzied disagreement is all
too often based on bias, semantics and sophistry rather than a close
investigation of the evidence, and also fails to give — on either camp
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— a clear explanation of Christian history that is fully supported by
the available evidence.

An objective analysis of the evidence simply cannot be done
without first identifying the general ideologies and assumptions
surrounding the historical Jesus; this will be the aim of the next
chapter. After examining some of the modern ideas concerning the
historical Jesus Christ, which pre-condition how adherents approach
the debate, I will identify the evidence and documents used to
support the idea of a historical Jesus and question whether they can
be accepted as impartial proof.
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Where’s the Proof? An Overview
of the Evidence and Arguments
for the Existence of Jesus Christ

Yamauchi’s response seemed uncharacteristically strong. ‘From time to
time some people have tried to deny the existence of Jesus, but this
is really a lost cause, he said with a tone of exasperation. ‘There is
overwhelming evidence that Jesus did exist, and these hypothetical
questions are really very vacuous and fallacious.

=Strobel, The Case for Christ, 81

‘ x 7 HEN CONFRONTED WITH ARGUMENTS that Jesus may not
have been historical, the majority of Christians will refer
to the hard evidence that Jesus really existed; but not without first
displaying a certain sense of desperation. On the one hand, they
are right — any reliable historical records that prove that Jesus was
historical would automatically weaken theories to the contrary. But
is there really, as Yamauchi claims, such “overwhelming evidence”?
In fact, even academics that believe Jesus was historical openly
acknowledge that there are far too few reliable historical records
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referring to Jesus Christ. The handful that do exist — they maintain —
are enough. But before we look at the evidence, it will be worthwhile
to review some common preconceptions concerning Jesus Christ that
are widespread in popular culture and that influence individuals’
beliefs on the subject.

As we’ve seen, the claim that Jesus was mythological, rather than
historical, has a long history. It has “been refuted” time and again by
Christian apologists, who are often exasperated to learn that there
are still some people who won’t let it go. The majority of scholars, as
well as the general public — whether religious or secular — believe that
Jesus Christ was historical (that there was a historical teacher who
began the movement); however, the arguments used to support this
theory are often a mixture of inferences, deductions and references
to common knowledge and unfounded associations. Because many
readers will have these same concepts nagging in the back of their
minds, it will be worthwhile to review them before moving on.

Isn’t there a great deal of evidence for the historical Jesus? Wasn’t it
necessary for there to have been a founder of the Christian movement?
Would the martyrs have died for a myth? Can archaeology or other
sources prove the veracity of some parts of biblical narrative? Is there
any historical evidence, either from within the Christian communities
or without, that can support the idea of a historical Jesus? In order
to be thorough, these questions need to be addressed. In this chapter,
therefore, we will review the evidence and arguments commonly used
to support the idea of a historical Jesus.

Archaeological Evidence Confirms Many Biblical Accounts

Every few years there is an archaeological discovery that
“proves” Christianity to be true and makes media headlines. This
makes it appear that the Bible records sound historical testimonies of
things that really did happen. Although there haven’t actually been
any archaeological discoveries that prove Jesus was real, there have
been, some claim, discoveries which enhance the reliability of the
testimonies by confirming real names and places involved. If these
places, mentioned by name by the writers of the gospels, really existed,
and the authors had included these seemingly innocuous details into
their story, it appears to raise the trustworthiness of the source. After
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interviewing John McRay, professor and author of Archaeology and
the New Testament, Lee Strobel (whose one-sided The Case for Christ
continues to be a popular defense of the historical Jesus) concludes:

Here’s the bottom line: ‘If Luke was so painstakingly accurate in his
historical reporting,’ said one book on the topic, ‘on what logical basis
may we assume he was credulous or inaccurate in his reporting of
matters that were far more important, not only to him but to others as
well’.!

A comparable argument, however, might be that Dan Brown’s
DaVinci Code is a true story because it includes so many true facts
and research; or more relevantly — that Harry Potter is true (despite
amazing events) because it mentions many real places (like London)
and describes accurately minute details and customs from Harry’s
relatives’ muggle household. First of all, reliable testimony about
mundane historical events is simply not equal to testimony about
miraculous events. If a modern witness gave us a lot of firm details
about a suspect, but then said something outlandish like “the suspect
flew away on a pink giraffe,” we should be less inclined to believe
even the commonplace aspects of his account. Why is this not also
true when dealing with the Bible? Secondly, this argument avoids
the main reason the historicity of Jesus is challenged at all — the
similarities to older traditions. And thirdly, there are a few specific
historical details recorded in the gospels that go against trustworthy
historical sources. As evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins points
out in The God Delusion:

Moreover, Luke screws up his dating by tactlessly mentioning events
that historians are capable of independently checking. There was indeed
a census under Governor Quirinius — a local census, not one decreed by
Caesar Augustus for the Empire as a whole — but it happened too late:
in 6 AD, long after Herod’s death. Lane Fox concludes that ‘Luke’s story
is historically impossible and internally incoherent,” but he sympathizes
with Luke’s plight and his desire to fulfil the prophecy of Micah.?

The Martyrs Would not Have Been Willing to Die for a Lie

This emotionally-charged argument goes something like this: “If
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there was no Jesus Christ, what did all those martyrs die for?” The
online source All About Religion uses it the following way:

In light of the cruel and torturous deaths of the first and second
generation Christians, all theories that Christianity is a fabricated myth,
created for the personal gain of its followers, must be rejected. Even
today, many will die for a belief, but none will die for a lie.?

The argument assumes that if Christianity were a myth, its
followers would have known about it and therefore been adverse
to martyrdom. However, I believe the Christian martyrs were very
convinced in their own minds that Jesus Christ was a historical
person. Interestingly, not all Christians were willing to be martyrs.
Christians who believed in Jesus as a spirit or non-physical entity, or
who didn’t think Jesus felt real pain or suffered like humans, felt no
need to die as martyrs and conscientiously avoided persecution.

St. Ignatius and St. Polycarp, two of the earliest Christian martyrs,
were already fighting against these “heretics” who weren’t willing
to die for their cause. Ignatius, outraged, gives in essence the first
instance of the martyrdom argument:

For if it is merely in semblance that these things were done by our Lord,
I am also a prisoner in semblance. And why have I given myself up to
death, to fire, to the sword, to wild beasts?*

Why indeed? If he did not have an answer then, so close to
the time of Christ, nor any proof to offer heretics who denied the
physicality of Jesus, how could the mere fact of his willingness to die
for his beliefs be used as evidence nearly 2,000 years later?

Christianity Could not Have Started Without a Founder

Some claim that Jesus existed because there is a Church, and it
must have had a founder. This argument is given by, for example,
W.K.C. Guthrie in Orpheus and Greek Religion:

If there were no other evidence for the real existence of the founder of
Christianity, a strong case might still be made based on the difficulty a
man might feel in accounting for the rise of Christianity without the
impulse of a historic Jesus behind it.’
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An offshoot of this argument is sometimes that, unlike Christianity,
all the various pagan religions died out, and Christianity survived
despite very challenging periods of persecution. Either it was “God’s
Will,” or Christianity had something no one else did: a historical
founder. German scholar of Greek mythology Walter Burkert raises
this argument against the ancient mysteries:

The basic difference between ancient mysteries, on the one hand, and
religious communities, sects, and churches of the Judeo-Christian type,
on the other, is borne out by the verdict of history. With the imperial
decrees of 391/92AD prohibiting all pagan cults and with the forceful
destruction of the sanctuaries, the mysteries simply and suddenly
disappeared.®

Notice, however, the contradiction implicit in this quote: the
mysteries were first outlawed, and then their sanctuaries were
forcibly destroyed — after which Burkert makes it sound like the
disappearance of the mysteries was mysterious and unexplainable.
Not irrelevant to the survival of Christianity is the fact that the early
Christian church had both a fixed authority and an organizational
structure, not to mention a great deal of wealth; and that all traces
of paganism were either destroyed or assimilated. This, more than a
physical founder, can account for its preservation.

The Life of Jesus Was Prophesied in the Old Testament

This is the argument used within the Bible itself to justify Jesus
Christ, and it continues to be used today. As written, the New
Testament makes Jesus fulfill hundreds of Old Testament prophecies.
Most of these prophecies are written in past tense about specific
events and give no indication that they are to be used for the future;
however, in order for orthodox Jews to accept Jesus as Messiah, he
needed to appear as Jewish as possible. Therefore Jesus was made
to do a lot of strange and inconvenient things (many of which were
done in private or secretly), so that the gospel writers could say, “And
Jesus did this, to fulfill the prophecy.”

For instance, although the “massacre of the infants” or the
persecution of the child-hero is a common literary motif, the writer
of Matthew links it to a passage from Jeremiah, which reads “A voice
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is heard in Ramah, mourning and great weeping, Rachel weeping for
her children and refusing to be comforted, because her children are
no more” (Jeremiah 31:15).

When Herod realized that the Magi had outwitted him, he was furious,
and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and its vicinity who
were two years old and under, in accordance with the time he had learned
from the Magi. Then what was said through the prophet Jeremiah was
fulfilled: “A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning,
Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because
they are no more.” (Matthew 2:16-18)

Incidentally, very few biblical scholars consider any of the birth
narratives of Christ to be historically genuine, so similar are they to
pagan mythology. If this episode didn’t happen, it makes it all the
more easy to see how the writer could take a common theme, apply it
to the character of Jesus Christ as a biographical episode, and link it
to the Jewish tradition via prophecy. The prophecy argument is also
used by Jesus himself in the gospels; however, being Jewish, it would
have been natural for him to use phrases and quotes from the Old
Testament in reference to his own life.

“Awake, O sword, against my shepherd, against the man who is close
to me!” declares the LORD Almighty. “Strike the shepherd, and the
sheep will be scattered, and I will turn my hand against the little ones.”
(Zechariah 13:7)

Then Jesus told them, “This very night you will all fall away on account
of me, for it is written: “I will strike the shepherd, and the sheep of the
flock will be scattered.” (Matthew 26.31)

Many of the major biographical details of Jesus in the gospels also
arise out of prophecy. He had to be born in Bethlehem, for example,
but he also had to be from Nazareth and then move to Egypt. And
so that is how the story is written. Moreover (as we saw previously),
the fact that these are real, historical cities lends credence to the idea
that these events really happened. Since the identical correlation
between Jesus’ life and the Old Testament prophecies is unlikely to
be coincidental, the fact that Jesus actually did these things is taken
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as proof that he was the coming savior. However, it takes faith in the
historical reliability of the Bible (and the miraculous intervention of
an all-seeing God into history) before this proof can be convincing.
Thus it is self-referential, equivalent to “I know the Bible is true
because the Bible says so.” Skeptics will argue that the gospel writers
just wrote the story of Jesus to include as many of these prophecies
as possible, something that is also acknowledged by biblical scholars.
It is also important to recognize that if Jesus had been a historical
Jew, he would have been familiar with all of the prophecies in the
Old Testament which were later interpreted to refer to him. If he
had “fulfilled” them, he would have been doing so deliberately and
conscientiously rather than incidentally — leaving him open to the
criticism that he was a charlatan.

Jesus was the Founder of Ethics

This horribly uninformed idea, especially common in American
Country music, is that all goodness, love and truth came into the
world with Christ, and before him people had limited ethical ability.
Alan Jackson, for example, sings:

I’m just a singer of simple songs

P'm not a real political man

I watch CNN but I’'m not sure I can tell you

The difference in Iraq and Iran

But I know Jesus and I talk to God

And I remember this from when I was young

Faith hope and love are some good things he gave us
And the greatest is love

—Where were you when the world stopped turning

Anyone familiar with world literature knows that ethical
considerations and practical morality have always been a concern
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for human civilizations. There are many pearls of ethical wisdom that
can be found several thousand years before the Christian era; and
in the pagan milieu that gave birth to the Christian movement, the
philosophical quest for concepts such as “Truth”, “Love”,“Goodness”
and “Virtue” was seen as a pressing issue of ultimate importance.
Many contemporary philosophical schools urged restraint, humility,
abstinence, or charity. Jesus’ teachings on ethics were nothing new.
His famous moral precepts “love your neighbor as yourself” or “do
unto others as you would have them do unto you” are not unique
to him but can be found in much earlier religious literature; a point
Bertrand Russell raises in his article, Why I'm not a Christian:

You will remember that He said, “Resist not evil: but whosoever shall
smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other also.” That is not
a new precept or a new principle. It was used by Lao-tse and Buddha
some 500 or 600 years before Christ, but it is not a principle which as a
matter of fact Christians accept.”

Now that we’ve dispelled some common preconceptions, we can
turn to the actual evidence. Although I have neither the expertise
nor the aspiration to judge the reliability of the testimonies and
documents which have been used as proof in the historical Jesus, they
are important to consider — if only because they continue to be heavily
cited, scrutinized and bickered over. In the following overview, I will
merely point out why they have been questioned by some scholars,
why they are not considered universally reliable, and why therefore,
they cannot be trusted to bear light on our present study.

Historical Evidence

In 1944, Alvin Boyd Kuhn wrote the book Who is This King of
Glory? A Critical Study of the Christos-Messiah. In it he disparages
not only the documents used as historical for Jesus Christ, but more
keenly the discrepancies that exist in the understanding of these
texts and the fact that they are recommended to the faithful without
acknowledging that they have been questioned by academic research:



WHERE’S THE PROOF? | 75

The average Christian minister who has not read outside the pale of
accredited Church authorities will impart to any parishioner making
the inquiry the information that no event in history is better attested
by witnesses than the occurrences in the Gospel narrative of Christ’s
life. He will go over the usual citation of the historians who mention
Jesus and the letters claiming to have been written about him. When
the credulous questioner, putting trust in the intelligence and good faith
of his pastor, gets this answer, he goes away assured on the point of
the veracity of the Gospel story. The pastor does not qualify his data
with the information that the practice of forgery, fictionizing and fable
was rampant in the early Church. In the simple interest of truth, then,
it is important to examine the body of alleged testimony from secular
history and see what credibility and authority it possesses. First, as to the
historians whose works record the existence of Jesus, the list comprises
but four. They are Pliny, Tacitus, Suetonius and Josephus. There are
short paragraphs in the works of each of these, two in Josephus. The
total quantity of this material is given by Harry Elmer Barnes in “The
Twilight of Christianity” as some twenty-four lines. It may total a little
more, perhaps twice that amount. This meager testimony constitutes
the body or mass of the evidence of ‘one of the best attested events in
history.’$

The information gap between Christians and biblical or historical
researchers has not improved in the 50+ years since the publication
of Kuhn’s book. Although his claims may have been overstated and
contemporary scholars generally dismiss him, he correctly mentions
the four main historical references to Jesus Christ that continue to
be used today. Search online for any one of them and you’ll find
that they are constantly and readily given as the definitive historical
evidence for the existence of Jesus, on many thousands of faith-based
and apologetic websites. However, among biblical scholars and
church historians (even Christian academics) they are not universally
accepted. Although all four of them were considered complete
forgeries throughout much of the last two centuries, today an uneasy
truce has been established that in general recognizes that at least
some of the quotes may be partially authentic. The following is a
brief overview of the passages.

The first and most widely quoted non-Christian reference to Jesus
comes from Romano-Jewish historian Flavius Josephus in his book,
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The Antiquities of the Jews. It is referred to as the “Testimoniam
Flavianum” and was written in the late first century AD:

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 received 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 principal men among us, had condemned him
to the cross, those that loved him at the first ceased not, for he appeared
to them thereafter again the third day, as the divine prophets foretold
these and ten thousand other wonderful things concerning him. And

even now the tribe of Christians so named from him is not extinct.
(18.63-64)

Some scholars argue that at least some of this passage is genuine,
while others see it entirely as an inserted Christian passage (it fits
poorly into the surrounding text, and the style stands out as being
dissimilar). If a forgery, it may have been written by Emperor
Constantine’s church historian, Eusebius, who was also the first to
quote from it. While Christians today continue to use it as a proof for
their faith, it was questioned as early as 1770 by Bishop Warburton
of Gloucester, who called it a “rank forgery, and a stupid one, t00.”’
Over a hundred years ago it was discounted in more depth, by a book
called Christian Mythology Unveiled, written by Mitchell Logan in
1842:

The famous passage which we find in Josephus, about Jesus Christ,
was never mentioned nor alluded to in any way whatever by any of
the fathers of the first, second, or third centuries; nor until the time of
Eusebius, ‘when it was first quoted by himself.” The truth is, none of
these fathers could quote or allude to a passage which did not exist in
their times; but was to all points short of absolute certainty, forged and
interpolated by Eusebius.™

Below is a more exhaustive treatment of this passage outlined by
a Dr. Larner, first published in 1760 and reprinted in T.W. Doane’s
1882 book, Bible Myths and Their Parallels in Other Religions:
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1. It was never quoted by any of our Christian ancestors before
Eusebius.

2. Josephus has nowhere else mentioned the name or word Christ, in

any of his works, except the testimony above mentioned, and the

passage concerning James, the Lord’s brother.

It interrupts the narrative.

The language is quite Christian.

5. Ttis not quoted by Chrysostom, though he often refers to Josephus,
and could not have omitted quoting it, had it been then, in the text.

6. Itis not quoted by Photius, though he has three articles concerning
Josephus.

7. Under the article Justus of Tiberius, this author (Photius) expressly
states that this historian (Josephus), being a Jew, has not taken the
least notice of Christ.

8. Neither Justin, in his dialogue with Typho the Jew, nor Clemens
Alexandrinus, who made so many extracts from ancient authors,
nor Origen against Celsus, have even mentioned this testimony.

9. But, on the contrary, Origen openly affirms (ch. xxiv., bk. i, against
Celsus), that Josephus, who had mentioned John the Baptist, did
not acknowledge Christ.!!

B w

As Dr. Larner points out, another passage in Josephus mentions
James, the brother of Jesus (20:9); this passage is less passionately
contested. Despite arguments like these, the Josephus passage is
mostly accepted today as partially genuine. According to Paula
Fredrikson, “Most scholars currently incline to see the passage as
basically authentic, with a few later insertions by Christian scribes.”!?
Earl Doherty, however, in The Jesus Puzzle, points to the difficulty
these two passages have in supporting the burden placed on them:

In the absence of any other supporting evidence from the first century
that in fact the Jesus of Nazareth portrayed in the Gospels clearly existed,
Josephus becomes the slender thread by which such an assumption
hangs. And the sound and fury and desperate manoeuverings which
surround the dissection of those two little passages becomes a din of
astonishing proportions. The obsessive focus on this one uncertain
record is necessitated by the fact that the rest of the evidence is so
dismal, so contrary to the orthodox picture. If almost everything
outside Josephus points in a different direction, to the essential fiction
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of the Gospel picture and its central figure, how can Josephus be made
to bear on his shoulders, through two passages whose reliability has
thus far remained unsettled, the counterweight to all this other negative
evidence?!?

The next passage is from The Annals of Roman historian and
Senator Tacitus (c. 68). Tacitus is generally considered a reliable
historian, which has been used to give this passage added weight:

Nero fastened the guilt of starting the blaze and inflicted the most
exquisite tortures on a class hated for their abominations, called
Christians [Chrestians] by the populace. Christus, from whom the name
had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius
14-37 at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a
most mischievous superstition, thus checked for the moment, again
broke out not only in Judaea, the first source of the evil, but even in
Rome, where all things hideous and shameful from every part of the
world find their centre and become popular. (Tacitus 15:44)

First of all, Tacitus was not infallible. In referring to earlier
references, Tacitus confirms that Moses led a colony of lepers (the
Jews) out of Israel, thus giving the rumor that the Jewish people were
originally a leper colony a pseudo-historical foundation. Assmann
reflects, Tacitus’ “authority as a historian imparted the dignity
of authentic historical research to this product of imagination,
projection, and distorted memory.”'*

Even so, a strong case can also be made against the authenticity of
this passage. Larner and Doane point out that it was discovered only
in the 15® century (this is confirmed by the Catholic Encyclopedia)
and that there was “no vestige nor trace of its existence anywhere in
the world” before then:

The original MSS. containing the “Annals of Tacitus” were “discovered”
in the fifteenth century. Their existence cannot be traced back further
than that time. And as it was an age of imposture, some persons are
disposed to believe that not only portions of the Annals, but the whole
work, was forged at that time. Mr. J. W. Ross, in an elaborate work
published in London some years ago, contended that the Annals were
forged by Poggio Bracciolini, their professed discoverer. At the time
of Bracciolini the temptation was great to palm off literary forgeries,
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especially of the chief writers of antiquity, on account of the Popes, in
their efforts to revive learning, giving money rewards and indulgences
to those who should procure MS. copies of any of the ancient Greek or
Roman authors. Manuscripts turned up as if by magic, in every direction;
from libraries of monasteries, obscure as well as famous; the most
out-of-the-way places,—the bottom of exhausted wells, besmeared by
snails, as the History of Velleius Paterculus, or from garrets, where they
had been contending with cobwebs and dust, as the poems of Catullus.

Nevertheless, the passage is generally accepted as authentic by
modern researchers. At the same time, it has been noted that it can
offer no information regarding the historical Jesus, since “Christ” is
not a name and could have referred to any number of individuals.
Another claim is that Tacitus is only repeating Christians’ own
perception of their history. Moreover it is unclear whether the original
“Chrestians” referred to Jesus followers at all.

Pliny the Younger wrote to Emperor Trajan in 112 about certain
Christians who refused to worship the emperor. This letter has also
been used to justify the historical Jesus — although it refers only to the
existence of Christians:

Those who denied that they were or had been Christians, when they
invoked the gods in words dictated by me, offered prayer with incense
and wine to your image, which I had ordered to be brought for this
purpose together with statues of the gods, and moreover cursed Christ
- none of which those who are really Christians, it is said, can be forced
to do — these I thought should be discharged. Others named by the
informer declared that they were Christians, but then denied it, asserting
that they had been but had ceased to be, some three years before, others
many years, some as much as twenty-five years. They all worshiped
your image and the statues of the gods, and cursed Christ. (Pliny the
Younger 10:96-97)

Finally, Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus (c. 69-140), a secretary and
historian to Emperor Hadrian wrote the following in his Life of
Claudius: “As the Jews were making constant disturbances at the
instigation of Chrestus, he (Claudius) expelled them from Rome”
(25:4). That this passage is referring to Jesus Christ assumes the
following:
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1. The “Chrestus” causing disturbance in Rome refers to a “Christ”
who actually resided some years earlier in Palestine.

2. The information is not secondhand via Christian sources.

3. The presence of Christians in Rome by 49 implies the existence of
an actual “Christ” rather than a developing legend.

4. “Chrestus” means “Christ,” rather than its translation “Useful
One.”

Suetonius later mentions that, because of the great fire in Rome
of 64AD, “punishment by Nero was inflicted on the Christians, a
class of men given to a new and harmful superstition” (Lives of the
Caesars, 26:2).

Putting aside the question of whether these passages are authentic
or forgeries, in fact they are not strong witnesses for the historical
Jesus anyway. They were all written after the life and times of Jesus, by
non-followers who had only second hand, anecdotal evidence about
him. They don’t mention any of the miraculous deeds or teachings
of the Bible. If anything they only support the idea that there were at
the time some Christians who believed in a historical Jesus — a point
which I have no intention of challenging. As Kuhn pointed out in the
quote above, these meager historical sources are incongruous to the
claim that the life of Jesus Christ was one of the best-attested events
in history.

Some scholars have noticed, with surprise, that there are no
contemporary accounts of Jesus of any kind. When used against
the idea of a historical Jesus, this is sometimes referred to as the
“argument from silence.” Kersey Graves, for example, writing in
1875, commented strongly on the lack of historical testimony:

The fact that no history sacred or profane,—that not one of the three
hundred histories of that age,—makes the slightest allusion to Christ,
or any of the miraculous incidents ingrafted into his life certainly
proves, with a cogency that no logic can overthrow, no sophistry can
contradict, and no honest skepticism can resist, that there never was
such a miraculously endowed being as his many orthodox disciples
claim him to have been. The fact that Christ finds no place in the history
of the era in which he lived,—that not one event of his life is recorded
by anybody but his own interested and prejudiced biographers,—settles
the conclusion, beyond cavil or criticism, that the godlike achievements
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ascribed to him are naught but fable or fiction. It not only proves he
was not miraculously endowed, but proves he was not even naturally
endowed to such an extraordinary degree as to make him an object of
general attention.!®

Defenders of Christianity respond to this argument by claiming
that Jesus was a small time preacher living in the backwaters of
the Roman Empire, and as such shouldn’t be expected to have
received much attention anyway. However, in the gospels his death
and resurrection were witnessed and believed in by both Roman
and Jewish officials; the word would have been sure to spread very
quickly. As Mead emphasized in 1903,

It has always been unfailing source of astonishment to the historical
investigator of Christian beginnings, that there is not a single word from
the pen of any pagan writer of the first century of our era, which can in
any fashion be referred to the marvelous story recounted by the Gospel
writer. The very existence of Jesus seems unknown.!

Of course the “argument from silence” can’t prove that Jesus
didn’t exist; nor can questioning the authenticity of the passages
cited above. For the purposes of the present study, however, the
above documents are refuted as proofs for the historical Jesus: the
reason for this conclusion has nothing to do with the documents
themselves, but is simply based on the perception that controversy and
argumentation surrounding these documents continues, and appears
irresolvable. For obvious reasons, a document used as evidence to
give testimony about an individual should be a reliable and trusted
source of information. If experts cannot agree on the validity of the
document, and if they argue for centuries about whether or not it
is genuine, a forgery, or a well-intentioned interpolation, and if in
general there is no consensus, then the document should not be used
as valid evidence in a research investigation.

However, that’s not to say that these passages couldn’t be used as
strong supporting or secondary evidence — but only in the absence of
other evidence pointing at a different solution, or after an irrefutable
(or at least much more secure) primary source of testimony was first
established. This is an assertion that most Christians can agree with,
maintaining that the most reliable testimony of the life of Jesus Christ
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can be found in the Bible. On his website, Mark D. Roberts, author
of Jesus Revealed, quickly dismisses the main Jewish and Roman
sources used to support the historical Jesus and even makes the early
Christian writings dispensable. In the end, however, he finds in the
Bible plenty of evidence for the historical Jesus.

If all we had were the second-century Christian writings, we’d have a
hard time sorting out what Jesus really did and said. The gulf between
orthodox and heterodox treatments of Jesus was wide and growing
wider in this century as Gnostics claimed Jesus as their heavenly
redeemer while orthodox Christians insisted that his ministry included
far more than revelation. At its core, they argued, it had to do with his
death and resurrection, something the Gnostics rejected, preferring a
revealer who didn’t really suffer. But, P'm glad to say, we don’t have
only the second-century writings. In fact we have access to texts from
the earliest days of Christian faith, writings which are collected in the
New Testament.'®

But is the Bible really historically accurate? Who wrote the New
Testament and for what purpose? What can we learn about Jesus
from the gospel stories? These questions will be explored in the next
section.

The Old Testament

The modern Bible is a collection of writings that attempt to link
Jesus, as a historical figure, to the much older (and more exhaustive)
Old Testament, or Jewish scriptures. It was generally maintained
by Christians that Jesus had come as the Jewish Messiah, and as
such, the Old Testament writings were interpreted as references to
Jesus and his coming kingdom. It is important to note that the New
Testament was most likely written by Jews or at least scribes who
were very familiar with traditional Jewish writings. Therefore, before
we examine whether the New Testament is a reliable historical source,
it will be advantageous to examine the Old Testament to develop an
understanding of just what kind of writing it is. Specifically, is the
Old Testament historically reliable and accurate?

We should also understand that the concept of an “Old Testament”
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is completely Christian. Although the bulk of the Old Testament is
the Jewish Pentateuch or Tanmach, as well as collections of Jewish
writings, the organization of them into one linear text starting with
the beginning of history (creation) and ending in the fulfillment of
Jesus Christ (New Testament) is a reflection of Christian ideology.
To Jews who continue to maintain the supremacy of their scriptures,
the prefix “Old” is insulting; it reflects the Christian paradigm that
Christ fulfills and supersedes the Law. It is mostly the Christian
understanding of the New Testament as literal history, miracles
included, which has likewise spread the view that the Old Testament
is also to be read literally — a practice which conflicts with historical
records.

In fact, when we study the Old Testament within the social and
geographic context in which it was developed, we will see that the
main stories of the Old Testament — David and Goliath, Moses
and the Ten Commandments, Joseph, the Ark, the Garden of Eden
— are all refurbished pagan stories; assimilated and transformed to
give Jews their own national heroes. This demonstrates that Jewish
scribes, rather than writing in a vacuum, were already relying on
a rich and very ancient literary tradition. The best example of this
is from the Epic of Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh, the greatest literary
accomplishment of Mesopotamia, was widely translated throughout
the ancient Middle East. There are many parallels between the Epic
of Gilgamesh, pagan mythology, and the Old Testament. We will
focus on just one (the story of the flood) to demonstrate how closely
the parallels run and how it can be effectively proven that the Old
Testament borrowed from earlier sources. The similarities between
the story of Noah should be apparent to anyone familiar with the
biblical account of the flood.

The Babylonian Noah was named Utnupishtim, who with his
wife became immortal after surviving the great flood. Gilgamesh, in
his quest for immortality, seeks him out and gets to hear the story
first hand. The gods had decided to destroy mankind, but one god,
Ea, was friendly and determined to save Utnupishtim. He told him
to disregard his possessions, construct an ark according to exact
specifications, and take the seed of all living plants and creatures
(as well as his wife, adequate supplies and crew). Cyrus Gordon, an
American scholar of Near Eastern cultures, notes that the Babylonian
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account is “more detailed and realistic than the biblical version
because the Mesopotamians were more advanced than the Hebrews
in material civilization in general and specifically in the arts of naval
construction and operation.”'” Rains came and the ark was carried
on the waters. Finally it came to rest on a mountain. The survivors
sent out a dove, and then a swallow, and then a raven to determine
whether the earth was dry. Utnupishtim got out and sacrificed to the
gods, who hovered over the sweet-smelling sacrifice like flies.
Exploring the similarities between these two literary traditions,
Gordon makes a clear argument regarding their relationship:

Here we need to say a special word about the relationship between the
flood accounts as preserved in the Bible and in the Gilgamesh Epic. It is
obvious that the two versions are strikingly similar and must be related
in some way. The consensus of scholars is that the Babylonian version
influenced the Israelite version. The reasons for this are manifold. First,
all things being equal, a greater society is more likely to influence a
lesser society than vice versa. Babylonia was the dominant culture of the
Asiatic near East and Israel represented a backwater of sorts. Secondly,
the manner of destruction, i.e., by flood, is typical of Mesopotamia,
where the great Tigris and Euphrates Rivers regularly flooded their
banks and cause havoc and destruction. Israel, by contrast, is very arid; it
is unlikely that anyone in that part of the Near East would conceive of a
divine destruction of the people through flooding. Third, the geography
of the biblical accounts points to a Mesopotamian origin. Noah’s ark
lands on the mountains of Aratat, at the headwaters of the Tigris and
the Euphrates; if the story had originated in Canaan we would expect
Mount Hermon (¢ 7,500 feet high), for example, as the locale of the
ark’s resting place. Fourth, as we have seen, the Gilgamesh Epic was the
literary masterpiece of antiquity, and one fragment even has been found
in the land of Israel (at Megiddo). Fifth, the earliest Hebrews come from
Mesopotamia, and it is unlikely that Abraham and his entourage would
have been unfamiliar with the story.?

Interestingly, the fact that flood stories appear also in other cultural
myths have been used to support the reliability of the Bible; however
in this instance, the parallels are so precisely mirrored — the releasing
of the birds, the sweet-smelling sacrifice that pacified the god (Genesis
8:20-12) — that this cannot be an instance of a universal tradition, but
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rather a direct influence. Although the Bible seems to give a clear
picture of the history of mankind from the beginning of creation until
the establishment of the Kingdom of Christ, the truth is that there
were already extremely advanced and developed civilizations before
the Old Testament was written, and the Old Testament authors were
undoubtedly influenced by these civilizations.

For example, before Yahweh gave the Jews their 10
commandments, the first king Urnammu of the Third dynasty of Ur
(2028-1920BC), developed the first code of laws known anywhere in
the world. There are also countless business documents of this period,
dated by month and even to the day. Soon thereafter, the king of the
Babylonian First Dynasty Hammurapi (1704-1662BC) made an even
more advanced code of law. There were three classes of society: rich,
middle and slaves. Prices were fixed. Laws were precise and included
traffic violation, marriage, care of children, and a Veteran’s Bill of
Rights. Moreover, it was specifically devoid of legalistic jargon — so
that anybody could understand the regulations.

The Jews were heavily influenced by their 70-year Babylonian
exile, something that can be seen, for example, in their calendar.
“Babylonian unity is reflected by the spread throughout the land
of a single calendar, whose month names persisted to the end of
Babylonian history and which live on in the religious calendar of
the Jews, who adopted it during the Babylonian Exile.”?! This is not
to say they assimilated; in fact the extreme disapproval of adapting
outsider customs and pagan religions, as well as the ritualistic laws
and strict punishments for idolatry, may have been formulated as a
way to protect an autonomous Jewish identity.

At the same time, many of the stories in the Old Testament
disagree with archaeological evidence. In the story of Exodus, for
example, Moses led his people out of Egypt and across the river into
Canaan, where they destroyed the Canaanite cities and decimated
the local population. As Karen Armstrong, author of The Bible: A
Biography, points out:

Israeli archaeologists, who have been excavating the region since 1967,
have found no evidence to corroborate this story; there is no sign of
foreign invasion or mass destruction, and nothing to indicate a large-
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scale change of population. The scholarly consensus is that the story of
Exodus is not historical.?2

The Old Testament is a collection and compilation of Jewish
writings, which reflect the Jewish belief in a national divinity
and his covenant with them as a people. However, rather than an
account of historical events, the Old Testament is an Israel-centered
pastiche, which reflects the cultural and ethnographic heritage of
the Jews, and for which the various writers freely used and adapted
existing literatures from different traditions. It was then organized,
translated and copied by Christian scholars, who interpreted it as
a foreshadowing of the coming of Christ. Although many of the
accounts in the Old Testament may be historical — i.e. the names
of specific places or rulers — the writers in general adopted myth,
fable and folklore and tied it into current Jewish happenings, as a
commentary on contemporary events. In identifying this process in
the Old Testament, we already have a working model of how the
New Testament gospels may have been written.

The New Testament

It is awkward to talk about the New Testament as providing
proof for the historical Jesus, if only because of the stark contrast in
respective beliefs concerning the Bible. Many people believe firmly,
without a doubt that the New Testament is not historical; and others
believe just as firmly that it is. Although it has long been concluded
by literary experts, biblical exegetes, and historical scholars that the
four gospels of the New Testament reflect specific theological trends
within the early church rather than dispassionate historical reports,
they are still considered eye-witness testimonials and historical
evidence by perhaps the majority of Christians (and thus a large
portion of the world population).

As I mentioned previously, we should not be concerned here with
proving the matter one way or another; all that is needed is to fully
understand the various reasons why each side claims what it does.
To begin with, it can be reiterated that the academic community
hasn’t considered the gospels as eye-witness accounts since the



WHERE’S THE PROOF? | 87

early days of biblical criticism (although they might say the gospels
reflect the genuine or authentic spirit of the early church). In 1986
for example, Robert Funk created the Westar Institute with the aim
of exploring the reliability of the New Testament as testimony. He
organized the Jesus Seminar, an inter-disciplinary panel of scholars,
to investigate the historical accuracy of the New Testament sayings of
Jesus. In 1993, the seminar published the findings of their vote-based
investigation, in a work called, The Five Gospels.'?* Their conclusion
was that only 16% of the words attributed to Jesus in the gospels
may have actually been spoken by him.

Some of the reasons for this are not difficult to find if reading the
Bible objectively. For example, the gospels never say “I saw Jesus do
this and was afraid.” Instead, they use the third person — as would
someone telling a story or legend — and say, “The disciples saw Jesus
do this and were afraid.” They frequently talk about things that
happened behind closed doors or among their rivals, using omniscient
narration.

They are also incredibly impersonal; they share no private
conversations or anecdotes, no complaints, and no worries or
thoughts of the author (which might be expected if the author had
traveled in an intimate band of companions for a year). Moreover,
scholars generally agree that Mark came first, and the other two
Synoptic gospels, Matthew and Luke, copied from him and added
their own material to support the agenda of their community. In
Mark, the earliest gospel, there was no birth story and no account
of the resurrection (the current ending of Mark, which includes Jesus
appearing to his disciples, is considered a late addition.) Mark may
have been based on an earlier tradition or literature that scholars
refer to as “Q.” Daniel Wallace of the Dallas Theological Seminary
and Executive Director for the Center for the Study of New Testament
Manuscripts, has written an excellent paper, “The Synoptic Problem,”
exploring some of these issues.?*

In fact there is nothing in the text themselves that would give the
impression that they are eye-witness accounts; it is only tradition,
which later gave the gospels names of specific apostles, which has
led to the modern belief that they were written by original followers
of Christ. The fact that they were not is universally accepted among
scholars; although some claim that they still record genuine testimony,
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passed down from original witnesses. “Pseudonymity was the rule
until 135 at least... then writings were placed under names of apostles
to demonstrate that they represented the ‘true workings of the spirit’
and guaranteed orthodoxy.”*

What are the gospels, if not eye-witness accounts? To understand
why and how the gospels were written, we need to remember that
the first few centuries of Christianity were filled with controversies.
Dozens of schisms, sects, and communities worshipped Jesus
independently and called each other heretics. Some groups, in order
to claim authority, tried to create a direct link of transmission between
themselves and the disciples who actually knew Jesus. The concept
of “apostolic succession” was an attempt to strengthen the particular
ideology of certain Christian communities. Moreover, communities
selected, altered or crafted stories about Jesus to support their own
particular theology and to raise the status of the apostle their group
claimed to have received direct transmission from.

Many Christian communities were the result of the hard work
of the apostle Paul, whose letters (both authentic and those forged in
his name) make up nearly half of the New Testament. Interestingly,
it seems Paul himself was completely against the idea of apostolic
tradition. He argued that believers could experience Jesus personally
— without any human intermediary — and that this metaphysical
experience of Jesus made them equal to any others: “I did not receive
it [the gospel] from man, nor was I taught it, but it came through a
revelation of Jesus Christ” (Gal. 1:12); “Am I not an apostle, have I
not seen Jesus our Lord?” (1:Cor. 15:7).

Against the teachings of Paul, and unlike the earliest Christian
texts (such as the Didache?® (c. 50-120AD) in which roles are merit
based and there is no hierarchy, or the book of Matthew, which
rejected fixed forms of ritual) by around 100AD a body of teaching
was becoming established to which appeal could be made. Its
authenticity could be guaranteed by reference to the apostles and to
Christ himself, and it was represented by an ordered hierarchy that
could claim descent from apostolic times.?”

Faced with controversy on all sides, the early church fathers
developed a canon (or plumb-line) of “orthodox” writings; the
criteria for which was that they could be traced back to a disciple of
Christ. Thus, they could claim absolute authority via direct apostolic
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transmission. However, in order to validate the appropriate texts,
pseudepigraphy (forgery) was used to assign the texts to various
apostles. As radical critic Hermann Detering comments:

The history of the investigation of the New Testament writings has led
to the generally recognized conclusion that of the all-together twenty-
seven writings in the New Testament, apart from those that supposedly
derive from Paul - not a single one can be traced back to an apostle, or a
student of an apostle — and this is the case even though all the writings of
the New Testament claim direct or indirect apostolic authorship, which
then constitutes the presupposition for their inclusion in the canon!?

The communities that insisted on a fixed canon and apostolic
tradition were the same communities preaching a Jesus “in the flesh,”
as opposed to one that came only in appearance; thus they naturally
had a stronger claim to the historical transmission of dogma or
truth. Other communities with a more integrative, spiritual focus
also began to use apostolic tradition to justify their teachings; but
without a clear, physical human founder, their claim of authenticity
was weakened. This is probably why in the Bible, which is a result
of a “normative Christianity,” Peter (considered one of the actual
disciples) is made the rock on which Jesus founded his church, rather
than Paul (who never met Jesus).

In the apocryphal gospel of Thomas, however, Jesus chose James
to be ruler. In the gospel of Mary Magdalene, we find it is Mary who
was closest to Jesus and had been given ultimate knowledge. In fact
it was quite easy for a sect or community to attribute their theology
to Jesus — they could just claim another revelation from the spiritual
Christ, or a private conversation between him and a disciple not yet
recorded. This opportunity was fortified by the fact that Jesus had
resurrected, and could appear in the flesh (or in dreams) to anybody,
at any time. It was probably this atmosphere of intense competition
that made it necessary for the orthodox to deny the spiritual Jesus
as much as possible and emphasize his one-time-only historicity. As
such, they could codify a set of gospels to which nothing more could
be added. (Even so, they constantly had to fight against communities
who claimed Jesus had revealed secret knowledge to other disciples).

At the same time, it is worth noting the style of the earliest
Christian documents (which oddly were not deemed worthy of
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biblical inclusion) with regard to Jesus. Rather than the eye-witness
testimonials which we would expect, they refer very generally (if at
all) to Jesus, and rarely in a human context. The impression of Jesus
Christ was interpreted less in terms of the Gospels than in those of
the messianic prophecies of the Old Testament.”’ 1 Clement and
the Didache present Christ as “the servant,” and quote Isaiah to
demonstrate qualities of Christ, rather than any historical events. For
example, they would say that Christ was humble; not because of his
humility under Pilate, but because Isaiah said he would be.

Likewise, Clement 1 proves the possibility of immortality
through a reference to the phoenix, instead of the empty tomb.
Ethical teachings of the early communities were based on the “Two
Ways” of Job, the Proverbs and the book of Ecclesiastics rather than
the Sermon on the Mount. Judith and Esther are used as examples of
self-sacrificing, modest women instead of Mary Magdalene or Jesus’
mother.

The Jesus of the early Christian communities, rather than a
recently deceased historical person, was primarily a literary construct
— a synthesis based on an academic exegesis that interpreted Jewish
scripture as prophecy about the coming Messiah. Karen Armstrong
explains how a “blurring” of several Old Testament motifs was used
to form the character of Jesus Christ:

They were also attracted to the mysterious figure of the servant in
Second Isaiah, whose suffering had redeemed the world. The servant
had not been a messianic figure, but by constantly comparing the
servant with Jesus Christos, using the same ‘blurring’ technique, they
established for the first time the idea of a suffering messiah. Thus three
separate figures — servant, messiah and Jesus — became inseparable in
the Christian imagination.

As Armstrong continues, this Christian exegesis was so thorough
that “there is scarcely a verse in the New Testament that did not refer
to older scriptures,” and that, therefore, “some scholars have gone
so far as to suggest that it would be possible to construct an entire
gospel from the Jewish scriptures, without quoting a single word by
Jesus himself.”3!

The gospel story about Jesus Christ begins with his theological
role and relationship with the Old Testament; however at the same
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time, there are anomalous elements that could not have come from
Judaism. The Holy Communion for example, is in direct violation of
the command in Leviticus 17:12 not to eat raw blood.

Early writings like the Didache® mention Jesus only as the
“servant to God” who initiated the Eucharist. The Didache doesn’t
mention Christ’s resurrection; and while it speaks of a “Son of God”
and “Lord,” this figure is never explicitly identified with Jesus Christ.
He was expected to arrive, rather than being present. The Didache
also lists ethical commands, without linking them to Jesus. Do not
do to others what you would not done to you. Love your neighbor
as yourself. Pray for your enemies. If someone takes your cloak, give
him your coat. The meek shall inherit the earth. These maxims were
part of the “Way of Life” (as opposed to the “Way of Death”) and
would later be attributed to the figure of Jesus.*?

The specific details of the gospel, and the story of the human,
physical life of Jesus, were told only when needed by Christian
communities to confront the claims that Jesus had not lived a human
life. In the second century there was no canon of prescribed texts
because there was “as yet, no standard form of Christianity.”* Jesus
Christ was then placed in a historical context, and pre-existing
statements (like those from the Didache®) were prefixed with “Jesus
said —=.” As W.H.C. Frend confirms in The Rise of Christianity:

Communities needed an account of the life of the Savior for their
edification and in order to refute those who denied that he was the
Messiah or claimed that his ministry was not real.’®

Part of the confusion over the gospels is that they appear to
be historical; they are written in a way, and with the inclusion of
historical data, which makes them seem like historical documents.
This stylistic feature is often pointed out as evidence. Craig Blomberg
for example, Professor of the New Testament at the Denver Seminary
in Colorado, argues:

But if you’re going to be convinced enough to believe, the theology
has to flow from accurate history. Besides, there’s an important piece
of implicit evidence that can’t be overlooked. Consider the way the
gospels are written — a sober and responsible fashion, with accurate
incidental details, with obvious care and exactitude. You don’t find the
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outlandish flourishes and blatant mythologizing that you see in a lot of
other ancient writings.’”

Overlooking the claim that a story about a man who walks
on water, pulls coins out of fish and rises from the dead is “sober
and responsible” and not “outlandish flourishes and blatant
mythologizing,” we could easily respond that the gospels were written
in this particular style precisely because the authors wanted them to
be considered as historical testimonies — which in no way proves that
they actually were. The gospels that were canonized were the ones
that presented Jesus the man; and they were chosen because they
focused on the physical Jesus and could support a claim of apostolic
tradition and the authority of a particular Christian community (with
the exception of John, which presents Jesus in transcendental terms
that for many were irreconcilable with a physical human being).
Other scholars have claimed that the consistent style of these gospels
implies a historical mover behind them. Welsh New Testament scholar
and influential Protestant theologian C.H. Dodd takes this approach:

The Synoptic writers give us a body of his sayings so coherent, and
withal so distinctive in style, manner and content, that no reasonable
critic could doubt that whatever reservations he might have about
individual Sayings, we find reflected here the thought of a single, unique
teacher.’

Early Christian writings, however, testify that like the Old
Testament, the stories in the New Testament were allegories
deliberately written as “historical narratives” that held deeper
meaning meant to be interpreted. Christian apologist Origen, in
Contra Celsum, explains:

It is sufficient however, to represent in the style of a historical narrative
what is intended to convey a secret meaning in the garb of history,
that those who have the capacity may work out for themselves all that
relates to the subject. (Book 5, Chapter 29)

In fact, for much of its existence, it was understood that the Bible
was meant to be treated as allegory. Origen’s three levels of meaning
in exegetical practice formed the basis of biblical study well into the
Middle Ages. But along with the Reformation, and the Protestant
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cry of sola scriptura, came an emphasis on a literal reading of the
Bible. The complications inherent in mixing spiritual allegory with
historical fact are many. Richard Dawkins points out one such
example in The God Delusion. In Christian theology, Jesus is the
“New Adam” necessary to redeem the sin of Adam; but Adam, or
“first man,” is without question a literary construct — his alleged
transgression merely a theological explanation for why there is sin in
the world. Even if a real Jesus did come in the flesh, why would his
actions remove the “stain of sin” from a mythical figure?:

To cap it all, Adam, the supposed perpetrator of the original sin, never
existed in the first place: an — awkward fact — excusably unknown to
Paul but presumably known to an Omniscient God (and Jesus, if you
believe he was God?) — which fundamentally undermines the premise of
the whole nasty theory. Oh, but of course, the story of Adam and Eve was
only ever symbolic, wasn’t it? Symbolic? So, in order to impress himself,
Jesus had himself tortured and executed, in vicarious punishment for a
symbolic sin committed by a non-existent individual?*

Jesus and the Stoic Philosophers

What about the teachings of Jesus found in the New Testament?
Can they be traced to innovative ideas that may have come from
a historical founder? Actually, many “Christian” ideas were already
present in Jewish spiritual communities and pagan philosophy. The
Pharisees, for example, systematized works of mercy and charity
towards the poor, as well as care of the dead (burial of corpses and
care of graves), which were to become characteristic of Christian
practice. They also already believed in an afterlife and a last judgment:

Nonetheless, the Pharisaic belief in the afterlife, in its rewards and
punishments, in angels and demons, and also in the ability of each
individual to repent of sins and earn forgiveness, and of the duty to die
for the Torah rather than compromise its prescriptions, were accepted
by the people. Lazarus’s sister Martha took it as a matter of course that
her brother would rise again in the resurrection at the last day.*
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The Jesus movement appears unique in preaching that, rather
than at the end of time, the Kingdom and the resurrection was to be
found right now — in this lifetime. This passionate and motivating
belief, however, can be traced to the community at Qumran:

Like Jesus himself and the early Christians, the Covenanters expected
the rapid end of the age, they were concerned with membership of the
future kingdom, and they shared with Jesus’ followers a deep interest
in discovering signs that might warn them of the approach of the end.*!

A similar theme is found in the Stoic writings. The Stoic doctrine
of the “world conflagration” described the destruction of the present
scheme of things so that it may begin anew. Hence, Epictetus teaches
non-attachment, and “not to stray too far from the ship”:

On a voyage, when the ship calls at the port and you go ashore for
water, it amuses you to pick up a shell or a plant by the way; but your
thoughts ought to be directed to the ship and you must watch lest the
captain call, and then you must throw away all those things, that you
may not be flung aboard, tied like the sheep. So in life suppose that
instead of some little shell or plant, you are given something in the way
of wife or child nothing need hinder. But, if the captain call, run to the
ship letting them all go and never looking round.*

Early Christianity developed a similar doctrine of the End of
Times, when God would destroy the world with fire and natural
disasters, and Jesus would return to judge the living and the dead.

Immediately after the distress of those days, ‘the sun will be darkened,
and the moon will not give its light; the stars will fall from the sky, and
the heavenly bodies will be shaken.” At that time the sign of the Son of
Man will appear in the sky, and all the nations of the earth will mourn.
(Matthew 24:29-31, NIV)

On the earth, nations will be in anguish and perplexity at the roaring
and tossing of the sea. Men will faint from terror, apprehensive of what
is coming on the world, for the heavenly bodies will be shaken. At that
time they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and
great glory. When these things begin to take place, stand up and lift up
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your heads, because your redemption is drawing near. (Luke 21:25-28,
NIV)

Rather than Epictetus’ metaphor of the ship, the gospel writers
preferred to imagine Jesus arriving “like a thief in the night”:

But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear
with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and
everything in it will be laid bare. (2 Peter 3:10, NIV)

Behold, T come like a thief! Blessed is he who stays awake and keeps
his clothes with him, so that he may not go naked and be shamefully
exposed. (Revelation 16:15, NIV)

The Qumran community used a dualistic system marked by
light and dark symmetry — the two ways or two paths — which is in
common with early Christian texts. The Manual of Discipline, for
example, reads “Now this God created man to rule the world and
appointed for him two spirits he was to walk with until the final
Inquisition.”® This division between a higher, divine self, and a
lower, animal self was also common in most pagan philosophical and
spiritual traditions. It was believed that developing the higher self
would lead to life while giving in to the passions of the body would
lead to death.

Stoicism also taught, like the Gospel of John, that the Word of
God (Spermaticos Logos) was the creative force through which the
universe was created, that existed with the Father in the beginning,
and descended even into men. According to Seneca:

This fabric which you see, wherein are divine and human, is one. We
are members of a great body. Nature has made us of one blood, has
implanted in us mutual love, has made us for society.

The gods are not scornful, they are not envious. They welcome us, and,
as we ascend, they reach us their hands. Are you surprised that a man
should go to the gods? God comes to men, nay! Nearer still! He comes
into men. No mind (mens) is good without God. Divine seeds are sown
in human bodies, and will grow into likeness to their origin if rightly
cultivated.*
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As Bultmann pointed out, if the ideas recorded in the New
Testament as teachings of Jesus were already present in his
environment, they cannot have originated with him. Specifically,
although there may have been a Jewish teacher or rebel leader who
drew from those beliefs and formulated a synthesis, those teachings —
not being original — cannot be used to identify or locate him.

The reverse, however, is also true. Just because the New Testament
may not refer to a specific, unique historical person, and instead may
be a compilation of Christian theology, beliefs and mythology, doesn’t
prove that there was not a historical founder behind them. The
conclusion can only be that the gospels of the New Testament are not
focused on the historical Jesus, and as such should not be expected
to give strong evidence of him. Without conflicting evidence, there
is no reason not to take them at face value as relating to a specific
historical individual:

In their final form the Gospels are works reflecting the faith and attitudes
of Christian communities some two generations after the crucifixion.
Their writers were concerned with “the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son
of God (Mark 1:1) and not with historical biography. The story they
tell, however, can hardly relate to a situation other than Palestine in
the first half of the first century A.D. and to an individual who lived in
those times.*

The story of the gospels is about an individual that lived in a
specific period of history and, as recent scholarship has proved, we
can generate a lot of details about that individual by researching
relevant historical data. But it should not be forgotten that this
method begins with the hypothesis of a historical Jesus.

To elaborate this point, consider the novel Gone with the Wind. It
is about a woman named Scarlett O’Hara, who lived during a specific
episode of American history the civil war. Gone with the Wind is full of
passion, relationship, adventure and dialog, and made realistic by the
inclusion of history-specific details, such as descriptions of soldiers’
uniforms or references to real battles that took place or real political
leaders. However, we recognize that Gone with the Wind is a story
written in a certain genre: historical fiction or historical narrative. It
can move us, inspire us, motivate and entertain us; and a person like
Scarlett may really have existed and had similar experiences; but by
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examining the literary components, we can separate fact from fiction.

Many scholars still believe that the gospels preserve genuine
Jesus-inspired traditions, recollections and evidences of Christianity’s
historical founder, and in the absence of other indicators, biblical
studies would do well to continue searching for him. However,
there is other evidence, which is discarded for being irrelevant
simply because it doesn’t lead to the conclusion that Jesus Christ
was historical. This circular argument is that any evidence which
describes Jesus in non-historical terms has no relevance to historical
Jesus research. At the same time, some of this evidence comes from
Christ-worshipping communities and traditions, and therefore can
be useful in understanding the development of Christian history and
ideology.

The Gnostic Gospels

In 1979 Professor of Religion at Princeton University Elaine
Pagels first published her book The Gnostic Gospels, a popular
introduction to the ancient manuscripts discovered near the upper
Egyptian town of Nag Hammadi in 1943. The word “Gnostic” refers
to possessing intellectual or spiritual knowledge. These documents,
which were buried to avoid persecution in the 3™ or 4t century, depict
a Jesus concerned with illusion and enlightenment rather than sin and
repentance. According to Pagels, “Instead of coming to save us from
sin, he comes as a guide who opens access to spiritual understanding.”
Pagels’ book revealed that the early Christian communities were
diverse, held vastly differing beliefs about their savior Jesus Christ,
and treasured several gospels that were not included in the Bible:

Contemporary Christianity, diverse and complex as we find it, actually
may show more unanimity than the Christian churches of the first and
second centuries. For nearly all Christians since that time, Catholics,
Protestants, or Orthodox, have shared three basic premises. First,
they accept the canon of the New Testament; second, they confess
the apostolic creed; and third, they affirm specific forms of church
institutions. But every one of these — the canon of Scripture, the creed,
and the institutional structure — emerged in its present form only toward
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the end of the second century. Before that time, as Irenaeus and others
attest, numerous gospels circulated among various Christian groups,
ranging from those of the New Testament, Matthew, Mark, Luke,
and John, to such writings as the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of
Philip, and the Gospel of Truth, as well as many other secret teachings,
myths, and poems attributed to Jesus or his disciples. Some of these,
apparently, were discovered at Nag Hammadi; many others are lost to
us. Those who identified themselves as Christians entertained many —
and radically differing — religious beliefs and practices.*

But can the Gnostic Gospels really tell us anything about Jesus?
Traditional biblical scholars insist that Gnosticism was a schism or
heresy from the original Jesus movement, and that it was mostly
pagan and had nothing to do with the authentic teachings of Jesus.
This argument was used early by the church, who claimed ultimate
possession over the Christian legacy. As Frend relates:

An assumption, which started early and continues to hold weight today,
is that these Gnostic communities came late and as such have no bearing
on the historical Jesus. Tertullian, for example, argues that Gnostics had
no right to use scripture in any way. They were usurpers, latecomers
whose sects had come into being long after the church had established
itself and therefore held a possessory right over Scripture.*’

Today “Gnostic” is commonly used as a broad term to refer to
certain groups and ideas of the 2" century. Anything Gnostic then, by
definition, can be satisfactorily restrained to the safety of the second
century as an offshoot of mainstream Christianity. Another method
used to marginalize Gnostic writings is to say they are not concerned
with the historical Jesus, or don’t believe in him, and therefore have
nothing useful to say about him. It can be demonstrated, however, that
the beliefs and ideologies of Gnosticism come directly from traditions
that are older than mainstream Christianity. Therefore, rather than
offshoots of orthodox Christianity, they actually represent co-existing,
contemporary communities which developed around the same time
as normative Christianity. Although I will not argue that the Gnostic
gospels have more authority or are earlier than the canonical ones, I
think it reasonable to accept that they may have at least something to
tell us about the diverse early practices of worshipping Jesus, as well
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as the reliability of the tradition of a historical founder.

Gnosticism is basically a philosophical form of Christianity
that focuses on esoteric wisdom and metaphysics. Many Gnostics
believed in dualism: the earth is the lowest of seven universes or
planets, and our souls (remnants from the perfect light of the first
world) are stuck here in corrupted, physical bodies. We can find these
beliefs in Saturnius (c.100-120), the disciple of Menander (c.60-100),
who was the disciple of Simon Magus. The world was viewed as evil
matter, and Christ came to save us from the “seven angels” (planets
or powers) — one of whom was the Yahweh of the Old Testament.*®
As was already pointed out, “orthodox” Christianity also had strong
dualistic tendencies; but with the emphasis on the historical Jesus
and the resurrection of the flesh, it became problematic to vilify the
physical body.

Influenced by logical inquiry and pagan philosophy, Gnostics
read the Old Testament description of Yahweh (which shows him to
be possessive, jealous and angry) and concluded that he could not be
the real God, who must be perfect. Instead, they called him Demiurge
— a malevolent force that produced the world by blunder.

Gnostic writings demonstrate a synthesis of Jewish and pagan
thought, and also employ New Testament figures like Jesus, Peter,
John, Mark, Paul and Mary. A few of the most influential Gnostic
teachers were Basilides (c.130-150), Valentinus (c.140-160) and
Heracleon (¢.170-180). Basilides taught the Demiurge, and claimed
the crucifixion was not real (for Christ could not suffer). In Basilides’
account of the Passion, Simon of Cyrene takes on the appearance
of Jesus, and Jesus stands by and laughs in scorn as the Jews try to
kill him. Interestingly, Simon of Cyrene also appears in the gospel of
Mark, as the bystander who carries the cross for Jesus (Mark, 15:21).

In the account of Valentinus (c. 140-65), Sophia, a great Goddess,
gave birth to the creator of the universe (the Demiurge) but then
fell into matter and became trapped (or in some accounts, sacrificed
herself.) A savior, Jesus, is sent to Sophia. He separates her from her
passions, saving her. Like all Gnostic myths, the symbols are meant
to be interpreted. Sophia means “wisdom,” and it is she who is also
found in the book of Wisdom. The qualities of Wisdom are very
similar to those later given to the “Logos,” which were then placed
onto the person of Jesus Christ:
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Wisdom is quicker to move than any motion; she is so pure, she pervades
and permeates all things. She is a breath of the power of God, pure
emanation of the glory of the Almighty; so nothing impure can find
its way into her. For she is a reflection of the eternal light, untarnished
mirror of God’ active power, and image of his goodness. Although
she is alone, she can do everything; herself unchanging, she renews the
world, and, generation after generation, passing into holy souls, she
makes them into God’s friends and prophets; for God loves those who
dwell in wisdom. (Wisdom 7:24-28)

When we reflect that “Sophia” or wisdom is what the Gnostics
prized above all else, the book of Wisdom actually seems more attune
to Gnosticism than what became orthodox Christianity. Although
the above qualities given to Wisdom could also be attached to the
Holy Spirit, they certainly reflect a pre-Christian trend which was
more common to Gnostics and pagans than to early Christianity.
According to the myth, when Sophia fell to the earth she became
trapped in “dirt” (humanity); giving human beings the spark of the
divine, or reason. Jesus, for Valentinus, was the savior who came to
liberate our souls or higher selves from the prison of the flesh.

Clement of Alexandria (c.150-215), considered a saint by the
church until the 17" century, believed that Jesus had a true human
nature but felt no emotions, pleasure or pain. Clement also quoted
from Valentinus, who said that “Jesus ate and drank in a manner
peculiar to himself and that the food did not pass through his body”
(Miscellanies VI.9.71 1-2). A fragment (in a Latin translation) of a
commentary of Clement’s on the first Epistle of John contains the
following curious statement, which directly contradicts the biblical
story of “doubting Thomas”:

It is said in the tradition that John touched the surface of the body of
Jesus, and drove his hand deep into it, and the firmness of the flesh was
no obstacle but gave way to the hand of the disciple.*

Clement was familiar with Indian religions and customs, and it
has been pointed out that his spiritual beliefs may have been more
Buddhist than Christian. This just shows the ease and ability with
which Jesus’ Gnostic followers integrated with other traditions.

Basilides also interpreted scripture allegorically and related it
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freely to other myths. Based on the writings of Paul (Romans 7:9),
Basilides taught the “transmigration of souls” (reincarnation), a
common theme shared between Orphism, Plato and mystery cults.

According to Heracleon (and most Gnostics), spiritual beings
comprehended the passion of the savior as spiritual allegory for
their own restoration to the Father. Heracleon, like Paul, criticized
the orthodox for still acting like Jews; celebrating Passover in the
Eucharist and making the mistake of interpreting literary events
historically.’® Heracleon also taught that the baptism of John was only
for the body, and thus imperfect, while the baptism of the Gnostics
is spiritual. Significantly, according to New Testament writings, early
Christianity originally had #wo baptisms — one of the flesh and one
of the spirit. John’s baptism is of water, while Jesus’ baptism is of
fire and the holy spirit. In Acts of the Apostles, St. Paul finds whole
communities that did not receive the 2™ baptism. The fact that
most forms of modern Christianity celebrate only one baptism is an
indication of what has been lost.

Marcion (c.85-165) distinguished between the Demiurge, who
symbolized righteousness (reward and punishment) and the real god,
which was pure goodness. Citing from Isaiah, Marcion pointed out
that Yahweh was the creator of evil: “I make weal and create woe,
I am the Lord, who do all these things” (Isaiah 45:7). This vengeful
creator god was not the same as the meek, passive Jesus. Jesus is the
inner man, and though revealed as a man was not a man; he had a
body only in appearance, and was subject to no nativity or passion,
except in appearance.

Therefore, Marcion was against tying Jesus to the Old Testament
or keeping Jewish Law. After nine years living and teaching in the
Christian community in Rome, Marcion was finally expelled. As
was customary, he had donated money and property to the church
when he joined, and this was returned to him. When he was barred
from orthodoxy, he used his fortune to start his own churches, in
which membership was restricted to the truly dedicated. In Marcion’s
churches you had to abandon all family ties and obligations. Baptism
was granted only to those ready to abandon the world and its joys.

Frend notes, “This was, however, the way leading to the status
of a respected sect, such as the Parsees in India, but not to that of
world religion.”*! Marcion’s god was not interested in flaming fire
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and eternal punishment. This passive and meek god was derided by
the orthodox, who did not see how a gentile god could make people
behave:

Listen, you sinners, and any of you not yet so, that you may be able
to become so. A better god has been discovered, one who is neither
offended nor angry nor inflicts punishment, who has no fire warming in
hell, no gnashing of teeth in the outer darkness. (Tertullian 144)

The orthodox position, which stressed fear of punishment and
hope for reward, blind faith and a fearsome god, proved conducive
to establishing a grounded historical movement. The Gnostics, on the
other hand, melted too easily into their surrounding environment;
however, it should be pointed out that the triumph of Christianity
was due more to the specific beliefs of orthodoxy rather than the
teachings of a potentially historical founder:

To worship an unknown God sending Christ as a “healthful Spirit
swooshing down from heaven” on an alien world to guide humankind,
was to make Christianity into another mystery religion with no roots in
the past... The good-natured spirit preached by Marcion was not one
to inspire most would-be Christians to break from the world and accept
the test of martyrdom.

The main difference between orthodoxy and Gnosticism is
that, while orthodoxy was developing a canon, a hierarchy, rules
and regulations, and an organizational structure, the Gnostics were
searching for truth. Gnostics were “intellectually superior and better
attuned to the ideas of their age than were their orthodox rivals, and
they were less bound to what was hardening into formal and legalistic
tradition.”>® They drew easily from contemporary philosophies and
literature; Homer, Plato and Paul were placed on the same level of
authority.

When they encountered a contradiction or logical problem
within their gospels or beliefs, they fixed them; which led to the rapid
expansion of Gnostic sects and literature. Their ideas were based on
reason and intelligence rather than revelation. These values made it
easy for them to blend into the intellectually progressive environment
of the Roman Empire.
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The Gnostic teachers therefore stood in the mainstream of second-
century religious speculation. They molded current ideas into their own
systems, and associated them with Christ, the heavenly Messenger, who
had appeared on earth in historical times.*

For the same reason, critics claim that Gnosticism can say
nothing about the historical Jesus because it is too pagan. However,
the synthesis between Judaism and paganism had begun before
the arrival of Jesus, and most of the elements used by the Gnostics
predate Christianity:

It is impossible to think of the emergence of Gnosticism in the second
century without the background of wisdom literature, of Philo, and
the speculative preoccupation throughout Jewry with angelology, with
the planets and the zodiac, and with mysteries connected with the
sacred name of Yahweh. In these respects, it was one more successful
manifestation of that extraordinarily vigorous Jewish culture that

flourished at the time of Jesus, and of which Christianity was largely
the heir.%

As was pointed out earlier, the main reason the Gnostic gospels
are discarded in the quest for the historical Jesus is because they do
not present the narrative picture of Jesus that we’ve come to expect.
They are talking about some other Jesus entirely; and if Jesus did exist
as presented in the gospels, the Gnostic gospels must be mistaken.

And yet it is difficult to see how the appearance of the historical
figure of Jesus Christ could produce one community which
remembered him as a human being and several other communities
which worshiped him as an eternal, spiritual entity. On the other
hand, a model of how certain Jesus-based communities developed
the need of a historical Jesus to justify their unique beliefs about a
physical resurrection, which is supported by all available evidence,
can be presented very clearly.

It is also possible to show that the tradition of a historical Jesus
may have appeared later than the Gnostic tradition: Justin Martyr
and Irenaeus record that Gnosticism started from Simon Magus,
a popular magician-preacher recorded in the Acts of the Apostles.
Simon’s teachings, meanwhile, seem to have been rooted in the Essene
community:
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Simon, then, had been active “for a long time,” and his teachings
concerning “the Great Power” was acceptable throughout the whole
Samaritan people... If Simon himself was a disciple of a previous teacher
named Dositheus, then the pre-Christian origins of the movement that
came to be identified as Gnosticism would be evident, for Dositheus
seems to have been connected at one time with Essenes.*®

According to Detering, who claims that all of the Pauline letters
were fabricated by the Gnostic Marcion (scholars agree Marcion
was the first to reference them), Simon represented the first Christian
mission, which was then brought back down to earth by the more
sober Peter:

It can be inferred that this Simon had also turned to the Gentiles and
carried out missionary activity here as well. Even the Pseudo-Clementines
could not avoid mentioning Simon’s great missionary success; through
him even before Peter, many Gentiles were supposedly converted to
Christianity.’”

If Simon’s teachings (which are very similar to Marcionite
and Valentinian ideas) can be traced back to the Essenes — even
if contemporary scholarship only labels them “Gnostic” in their
later, second century form — then they preserve the earliest form of
Christianity, which was later altered to fit the idea of a suffering,
physical Messiah. Noting that St. Paul fits more snugly in the Gnostic
tradition than in the orthodoxy which later embraces him, Deterring
goes as far as to argue that Paul and Simon were actually the same
figure.

Orthodoxy continues to claim that its gospels are earlier — closer
in time to the actual life of Jesus Christ and thus authoritative — while
maintaining that Gnosticism is a later offshoot because, if there was
historical Jesus, it had to be. Much more important, however, are the
ideas contained within both traditions. The canonic gospels present
the unique ideology and values of a Christian community that was
dissimilar to its environment by believing in the physical Christ, and
they were chosen for precisely that reason. However, even if they are
read literally and seem to describe Jesus the man, there are symbols,
motifs and elements in them which stem from the same mystic and
philosophical blend of paganism and Judaism which also gave rise to
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Gnosticism, lending credence to the claim that the story was originally
created by those who intended it to be interpreted allegorically.

Conclusions and Summary

One response to challenges that Jesus wasn’t historical is, there is
no evidence that can prove Jesus didn’t exist. Of course this is true,
but it is also meaningless: if Jesus did not exist, then why would
there be any evidence? In Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, the
inability of evidence to disprove matters of faith is a motif illustrated
by Xenophilius Lovegood: when the skeptical Hermione asks how
the Resurrection Stone can be real, Xeno’s response is short and
instructive: “Prove that it is not.” 8

At the same time, it is possible that Jesus did exist and left no
evidence; we should not doubt a historical founder of Christianity
simply because there are no contemporary records of him, and only
a handful of later (possibly forged) accounts. However, in searching
for the truth, we cannot afford to automatically discount evidence
from external traditions that problematize the historical Jesus on the
grounds that they fail to edify his actual existence.

As I’'ve demonstrated in this chapter, the danger in trusting the
Bible as a historical testimony is that it was written for precisely that
purpose. Given the fact that the New Testament, narrative version
of Jesus Christ’s ministry was written in response to the pre-existing
communities and teachers such as Simon, it represents exactly the
idea of a historical Jesus, which was necessary to secure its own
authority, rather than reliable history.

Even if none of the above arguments and evidences for Jesus
Christ were convincing, it would still be very acceptable to believe,
in the absence of other indicators, that he was a historical person.
It can be maintained that there was an oral tradition based on
the teachings of Jesus Christ that was later written down in the
gospels, which viewed him as a blend of Messiah and the suffering
servant of Isaiah. These texts might have included the immediate
expectation of the apocalypse and a connection with Jewish
scriptures, and became quickly inundated with pagan elements,
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leading to the rise of Gnosticism.

Unfortunately, as has long been noted by critical historians, when
you begin identifying the specific features that did not come from
Jesus and taking them away from him, virtually nothing remains.
The problem intensifies when you look outside of Judaism and
compare Jesus to older mythological and religious traditions. This is
true especially of his central features: his resurrection and ascension,
miracles and teachings, forgiveness of sins, relationship to God and
role in creation as the Logos or Word. Is the evidence for the historical
Jesus strong enough to save him from this unraveling process? The
short answer is 7o — in fact, it points in the other direction: that Jesus
may have originally been a literary metaphor and religious symbol,
which became historicized deliberately for a specific agenda.

The goal of the previous chapters has been to establish the basis of
the controversy surrounding the historical Jesus, analyze the relevant
modern assumptions and pre-established beliefs about the subject,
and re-examine critical evidence in the debate. At this stage, if nothing
else, we can say that the question of Jesus Christ’s true nature remains
an enigma which traditionally cited evidence and Christian accounts
of history fail to explain. In the absence of evidence supporting
the idea of a historical Jesus Christ, the historicity of Jesus Christ
itself cannot be used to differentiate him from other mythological
traditions (including the modern myth of Harry Potter); hence when
we discover a parallel between Jesus Christ and earlier mythology
and literature so precise that it is unlikely to be coincidental, we must
assume it has been assimilated into the literary tradition surrounding
Jesus rather than recording a factual, historical occurrence. Identifying
the literary, mythological Jesus from the gospels, it will be easier to
compare this figure to Harry Potter — one literary figure to another.

To this end, in the following chapter I will give descriptions of
the major deities and mythical figures that have been compared
to Jesus Christ, using ancient testimonies and Christian sources.
Special attention will be paid to the timeline so that priority can be

established.



. '.fogr N 4
CHAPTER FOUR

Going Pagan: The Forgotten
Prefigures of Christ

“The very thing which is now called the Christian religion existed among
the ancients also, nor was it wanting from the inception of the human
race until the coming of Christ in the flesh, at which point the true
religion which was already in existence began to be called Christian.”
—St. Augustine, 464AD.

AT TRINITY COLLEGE IN DUBLIN THERE is a medieval
manuscript called the Book of Leinster which was compiled
around 1160. In it we meet the Irish mythological hero, Cichulainn,
known for his terrifying battle frenzy or riastrad, which turns him
into an unrecognizable monster. Cichulainn’s violent rage could only
be soothed by women and cold water:

He sets off on a foray and kills the three sons of Nechtan Scéne, who
had boasted they had killed more Ulstermen than there were Ulstermen
still living. He returns to Emain Macha in his battle frenzy, and the
Ulstermen are afraid he will slaughter them all. Conchobar’s wife
Mugain leads out the women of Emain, and they bare their breasts to
him. He averts his eyes, and the Ulstermen wrestle him into a barrel of
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cold water, which explodes from the heat of his body. They put him in
a second barrel, which boils, and a third, which warms to a pleasant
temperature.!

Fans of Marvel Comic’s The Incredible Hulk might have already
noticed the similarities between Ctichulainn and Dr. Bruce Banner’s
alter ego. The parallels are fascinating and demand the question,
are the similarities purely coincidental? Given the difference in
geography and time, we might assume so. On the other hand, the
story of Leinster may have remained for centuries in the “collective
unconscious,” or even been passed down from mothers to sons as
a bedtime story, before unconsciously popping up as the big green
monster. However, if it could be shown that one of the creators of
the Marvel character was Irish or had studied Irish myths of that
time period, and was most likely familiar with the story of Leinster,
then of course we could make a pretty strong argument that The
Incredible Hulk was a deliberate re-telling of the myth for a more
modern audience.

A similar situation develops when we look at the parallels between
Jesus Christ and Harry Potter. Harry came almost 2,000 years after
Jesus, and since J.K. Rowling grew up in a Christian society, we might
charge her with borrowing biblical or Christian imagery (and in fact,
she’s admitted as much).

But what if these same symbols could also be applied to even
earlier figures? Osiris, for example, or Gilgamesh, who we know
came about 2,000 years before Jesus. The problem, of course, is that
while Harry Potter or The Incredible Hulk are obviously fictional
characters, Jesus Christ is assumed to be historical — which makes
direct comparisons all the more challenging.

Given a parallel so precise that it is unlikely to be coincidental,
in two literary traditions from civilizations that were known to have
been in contact with each other, originality should be given to the
historically earlier instance. If it can be demonstrated that the gospel
writers were already familiar with stories that parallel the gospel
accounts of Jesus Christ from contemporary mythologies (such
as Attis, Orpheus, Mithras, Osiris, Tammuz, Adonis, Dionysus, or
Asclepius), it is very likely that Christianity adapted or assimilated
portions of these mythologies into their own literary creations. This
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idea is not at all challenged by academics today, who, as we have seen,
agree that in order to discover what was unique about Christianity
(and thus might have come from a historical founder), we must first
identify what was obviously borrowed or included.

However, at the same time, conservative biblical scholars or
Christian apologists have been careful to refute claims of similarity
that can weaken the supremacy and historical validity of Jesus
Christ. This defensive position is somewhat justified, as Christ-Myth
researchers have sometimes taken unfounded, sweeping liberties and
minimized all differences in order to fit their theories. Nevertheless,
these criticisms are usually leveled against the idea of similarity,
rather than any particular similarities, and are invariably founded on
the same set of (flawed) arguments.

The first is simply the reiteration of the historical Jesus. Taking
support from the academia’s continued pursuit of a historical founder
for Christianity, potential similarities (when used to question the
Jesus of history) are immediately repudiated because “no serious
scholar doubts the historical Jesus.” However, this merely ignores
the otherwise very troubling evidence, and is no improvement from
Justin Martyr’s original argument dealing with the same similarities:
Jesus was real, while all other instances (of crucified saviors) were
symbolic, and thus not equal. The only explanation ever put forward
by Christians as to why pagan mythology and earlier saviors are so
similar to the later, actual, life of Jesus is Justin’s concept of “Diabolical
Mimicry,” which blames the similarities on wicked demons who
were commissioned by Satan to spread similar stories throughout the
world in a sort of pre-emptive attack against Christianity:

But those who hand down the myths which the poets have made, adduce
no proof to the youths who learn them; and we proceed to demonstrate
that they have been uttered by the influence of the wicked demons, to
deceive and lead astray the human race. For having heard it proclaimed
through the prophets that the Christ was to come, and that the ungodly
among men were to be punished by fire, they put forward many to be
called sons of Jupiter, under the impression that they would be able to
produce in men the idea that the things which were said with regard to
Christ were mere marvelous tales, like the things which were said by the
poets. (Justin Martyr, First Apology, LIV)
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C.S. Lewis’ later acceptance of pagan Christs is virtually the
same, although rather than blaming them on Satan, he sees it as
only natural that God would create these mythical parallels, which
were then actually and historically fulfilled. The only possible way to
explain the similarities between Jesus and earlier figures not rooted
in faith, however, is that the gospel writers copied from other sources
- a natural, common and exceedingly probable solution.

The second tactic of modern apologists is to claim that no such
similarities exist at all, and that they are all fabrications of modernity.
To this end, they take any specific comparison and demonstrate the
ways in which the apparent similarity is actually completely different
— or else they undermine the research of the scholar making the
claims. Although it is true that a great deal of the early arguments
from similarity used poor translations or texts which are now no
longer available, we know already from early sources, both Christian
and pagan, that Jesus Christ was similar to other gods and that this
was recognized at the time. These similarities caused controversy
and discord between Christians and pagans for several centuries — as
Frazer points out, for example, using the following example of Attis:

In point of fact it appears from the testimony of an anonymous Christian,
who wrote in the fourth century of our era, that Christians and pagans
alike were struck by the remarkable coincidences between the death and
resurrection of their respective deities, and that the coincidence formed a
theme of bitter controversy between the adherents of the rival religions,
the pagans contending that the resurrection of Christ was a spurious
imitation of the resurrection of Attis, and the Christians asserting with
equal warmth that the resurrection of Attis was a diabolical counterfeit
of the resurrection of Christ. In these unseemly bickerings the heathen
took what to a superficial observer might seem strong ground by
arguing that their god was the older and therefore presumably the
original, not the counterfeit, since as a general rule an original is older
than its copy. This feeble argument the Christian easily rebutted. They
admitted, indeed, that in point of time Christ was the junior deity, but
they triumphantly demonstrated his real seniority by falling back on
the subtlety of Satan, who on so important an occasion had surpassed
himself by inverting the usual order of nature.?

Notice how, even as late as the fourth century, when the similarities
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between rival faiths continued to be a source of conflict, Christians
still relied on Diabolical Mimicry rather claim historical priority.

Finally, critics argue that the Jews (and following them, the
Christians), who were so careful to abstain from pagan worship of any
kind (for example, choosing to be martyred rather than worshiping
false idols) would never have adopted obviously pagan religious
features. Therefore any potential similarities must be coincidental,
because the opposite is unthinkable. This argument ignores the fact
that, even if choosing to refuse them, the Jews would have already
been familiar with most of these mythological figures, making their
later acceptance of Jesus Christ all the more difficult. On the other
hand, despite their restrictions and prohibitions, there are numerous
examples of the Jewish people accepting and adopting pagan customs.

In Ezekiel, Yahweh points out the women of Israel mourning the
death of Tammuz at the temple gates, the men prostrating before
the rising sun in the inner court of the Temple of Yahweh, and the
worshipping of carved idols of “every kind of reptile and repulsive
animal” (Ezekiel 8:10-16). In Genesis, Rachel steals her father’s idols,
hides them in her camel cushion, and pretends she was “as women
are from time to time” so that he wouldn’t find them (Genesis 31:46).
The Israelites, after leaving Egypt, made a golden calf to worship
(Exodus 32). While it’s true that The Old Testament is a collection
of prohibitions against idolatry, this is likely due to the fact that
the Jewish people were otherwise quick to assimilate into their
environments and abandon their iconoclastic religion.

In the syncretism and convergence of cultures brought about
by the Greek and Roman empires, we find several Jewish writers
who were fully at home in pagan society, interpreted the scriptures
metaphorically, and found no conflict between their faith and the
beliefs of contemporary philosophers or mystery religions. Philo of
Alexandria, to give one example, used allegory to fuse and harmonize
Stoic philosophy with Jewish exegesis.

Having knowledge that a controversy over the physical nature of
Jesus Christ existed in the earliest days of Christianity, testimony of
a conflict based around similarities in rival traditions, and examples
of Jews worshipping idols or blending their native religion with
paganism, we are well justified in looking for the similarities which
were so obvious to those more familiar with the original pagan and
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Christian sources. Although some parallels will be obvious, others
need may need elucidation. For example, Gilgamesh’s plant of
immortality gets eaten by a snake, and Osiris’s phallus gets eaten by
a fish; taken literally, there is not enough similarity here to argue for
a relationship. But if these myths are understood according to their
symbolic meaning, then the precise details are less important than the
theme (the loss of immortality).

As for the dating, it will be shown conclusively that central ideas
shared between paganism and Christianity predate Jesus Christ by
several centuries, if not millennia. The order of these ideas will be
presented in this chapter, as far as possible, from earliest to latest.
This way we can see, not only that certain elements extend quite far
back in time, but also how they evolved and mutated into diverse
cultural manifestations. Keep in mind that some of these stories
were used to justify religious ritual and practice for thousands of
years; and that such practices found in one historical period cannot
be assumed to have existed during a different period. At the same
time, basic features of these traditions, despite minor differences in
practice, are likely to be homogenous. While some of these figures
are almost definitely historical, and others completely mythological,
the line is often blurred: even the most extremely fictional characters
were thought by ancient cultures to have once been historical rulers
or kings, while the very historical figures are so wrapped up in
mythology it is almost impossible to see them clearly. The following
list is by no means exhaustive, but simply represents the most
interesting and relevant figures to the present study.



GOING PAGAN | 113

Gilgamesh

As was pointed out earlier, the epic of Gilgamesh is not only one
of the oldest recorded stories known to man, but was also familiar to
Israel and may have been rewritten into the Old Testament. It should
come as no surprise that elements from the epic of Gilgamesh might
have crept into several other literary traditions.

It is likely that the story of Gilgamesh was used as a framework
for religious rites or cult practices, as copies have been found in
temples; copying the text may have been part of the training process
for temple-astrologers.? According to Sumerian cosmology, when Ea
had created man, he mixed the blood of a god (who was slaughtered
for the purpose) in with the clay, so that humans would have a divine
spirit. However, the blood was not the best material: “In one tradition,
at least, he was the leader of the rebels, who had instigated a mutiny.”*
Therefore men were made part divine, but also flawed and wayward.
This theme (humanity receiving the divine spirit from a rebellious
god who receives punishment) is found in several later traditions.
Prometheus, for example, steals fire from the gods to give to humans.
Interestingly the link could also be made to the character of Satan,
who gives humanity the tree of knowledge so that they may become



