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Scholarship and Public Understanding

. . . This fell into my hands by chance a little while ago. Until
then I'd never bad any intimation of what was being done now-
adays in the ficld of biblical rescarch, or of the attacks being
launched by competent historians. It was a shock to mo—and a
revelation! . . . I leamnt all sorts of facts that were eatirely now
to me. That the Gospels, for example, were written betwoen the
years 65 and 100. That means the Church was founded, and
was able to carry om, without them. Think of itl More than
sixty years after Christ’s birthl It’s as if someone today wantad
to write down Napoleon's words and deeds without being ablc
to consult a single written document, oaly vaguc memocics and
anecdotes.!

Apart from the reference to Napoleon, the above quotation, to
judge from the letters and verbal declarations we received, might
hiave caprcascd, alnioel verbatim, the reaciion of & conlamporary
reader 0 Holy Blood, Holy Grail when it was published in 1982.
In fact, the words are from a novel, Jaan Barois by Roger Martia
du Gard, published in 1912, and in that novel they clicit the

response:




l.
{
1
!
!
i

W e e M e - -

will have reached these conclusions. In fact, they'll be amazed
that ninetoenth-century Cathobuomtnved to believe for s0
kn;inghelimﬂ‘uu(hofthoocpoeticle'uuit’ :

Yot even before the time of this fictional dialogue, set in the
lBT(h,Jamnndlhcod;idehrisﬁmityha_dbegunweu\mgp
uaburpomn(mduury for rescarchers, writers and publishers.
lntheonrlyuixtwnlhwnmry,?opclw)(ismrwordudechr—
ing: ‘It has served us well, this myth of Christ” As carly as the
17408, scholars had deployed what we woyld now recognisc as &
valid historical methodology for questiotiing the veracity of scrip-
tural sccounts. Thus, between 1744 Hn‘ 1767, Hermann Samucl
Rdmarm.nprofaaornﬂambdll‘;hdugmdthulfamwu
nothing more than a failed Judaic revolutionary whose body was
removed from its tomb by his disciples. By the mid-ainctecanth
century, German biblical scholarship had truly-come of age, and a
dating of the Gospels had been aubluhed which—in its ap-
ptoochmdinmontofihoodcludom——hsﬁlldqumduﬁd.’lb—

" day, no reputable historian or biblical scholar would deny that the

carliest of the Gospels was compased at least a generation afier
the events it deacribes. The thrust of German resoarch was cven-
tually to culminate in a position summarised by Rudolf Bultmann
of the University of Marburg, one of the most important, most
famous and most cstocmed of twenticth-century biblical commen-
tators:

I do indecd think that we can now know almost nothing con-

cerning the life and personality of Jesus, sinee the oarly Chris-

tian sources show no interest in cither, are moreover fragmen-
tary and often legendary.’

Yet Bultmann remained a devout Christian. He did'so by inaist-
ing on a crucial distinction between the Jesus of history and the
Christ of faith. As long as this distinction was acknowledged,
faith remained tensble. If the distinctipn were not acknowlodged,
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Ch Bcfore long all theologians of any intellectual - standing

faith would inevitably find: itself eroded amd embarrassed by the

-ineluctable facts of history.

This was the kind of conclusion to which 'ninc(ccnth-omtury
German biblical scholarship would eventually lead. At the same
time, however, the bastion of traditional scriptural authority was
also being challengod from other quariers. The controversial con-
tentions of German rescarch remained confined 10 a rarelod
sphere of specialists: but in 1863 the Freach writer Ernost Reman
caused a major international controversy with his celebratod best-
scller The Life of Jesus. This work, which sought to strip Chris-
tianity of its supernatural trappings and present Jesus as ‘an in-
comparsblc man’, was perhaps the single most talked-about book
ofiulge..luimpwtonthcpubuémmormous;nndnmoo.um
figures it most doeply influenced was Albert Schweitzer. Yet oven
Renan's treatment was (0 be regarded as saccharine and uncriti-
cally sentimental by the generation of Modernists who had begun
to appear in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. And the
majority of Modemists, it should be noted, were working withia
the framework of the church—until, that is, they were officially

‘condemned by Pope Pius X in 1907 and an anti-Modernist oath

was introduced in 1910.

By this time, the findings of both German biblical scholarship
and of the Roman Catholic Modernists had begun to find thak
way into the arts. Thus, in 1916, the Anglo-lrish novelist Goorge
Moorce published his own fictionalised account of Jesus in The
Brook Kerith Moore causod considerable scandal by depicting
Jesus as surviving the Crucifixion, and being nursod back to
health by Joseph of Arimathea. In the years since The Brook
Kerithmpuﬂinhed.lhachnvebém.mo(haw
ised accounts of the Gospel story. In 1946, Robert Graves pub-
lished his ambitious fictional portrait, King Jesus, in which Josus
again survives the Cross. And in 1954, Nikos Kazantzakis, the
Mobel Prizo-winning Orock author, caueed an inienailonal
rumpus with The Lass Temptation. In contrast to the Josus figures
in Moore and Graves, Kazantzakis’s protagonist does dic on the
Cross. Before he docs 50, however, he has a vision of what his life
should and. would have been had he not voluntarily submitted
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himacif to his final sacrifice. In this vision—a kind of ‘flash-for-

ward’ in fantasy—Jesus sces himself married to the Magdalene
(for whom he has lusted all through the book) and fathering & -

family upon her.

These examples illustrate the cxtent to which biblical scholar-
ship opened up new territory for the arts. Two hundred years ago,
a novel dealing with scriptural material would have been unthink-
able. Even poetry would not address such matters cxcept in the
more or less orthodox, morcorleudcvouonal form of Paradise
Laost. By the twenticth century, however, Jesus and his world had
become ‘fair game’, nct for lundly sensational purposes, but as
valid points of enquiry and exploration for serious, mtcmauomrly
acclaimed literary figures. Through their work, the fruits of bibli-
cal scholarship were disseminated to an ever-widening audicnce.

Biblical scholarship itself did not stand still. Jesus and the
world of the New Testament continued to be addressod by profes-
sional historians and researchers who, with increasing rigour and
fresh cvidence at their disposal, sought to establish the facts sur-

rounding that cnigmatic individual of two thousand ycars ago. .

Many of these works were intended primarily for other experts in
the ficld and attracted little populasr attention. A few, however,
were pitched to the general reading public and engendered con-

siderable controversy. The Passover Plot (1963) by Dr Hugh

Schoaficld arguod that Jesus staged his own mock crucifixion and
did not dic on the Cross; the book became an international best-

—seller, with more than three million copics now in print. Moce
recently, controversy was provoked by Jesus the Magician, in
which Dr Morton Smith depicts his protagonist as a typical won-
der-worker of the age, a figure of a kind that thronged the Middle
East at the beginning of the Christian era. The Jesus of Morton
Smith is not significantly different from, say, Apollonius of Tyana,
or the prototype (assuming one cxisted) of the legendary figure of
Simon Magus.

In addition lo'ma.tcrinl devoled specifically to Jesus, there have

beea innumerable works on the origins of Christianity, the forma-
tion of the early Church and ita roots in Old Testament Judaism.
Here, Dr Schonficld has agsin played a prominent role with a
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scrics of works addressed (o the background of the New Testa-
meat. And in 1979 Elainc Pagels atiracted the world’s attention,
andnntmmcmcrudcnhlp,mthmamkdmpcb—auwyd
thc Nag Hammadi Scrolls, discovered in Egypt in 1945, which
olcrodnndwdncwmtapmtmofanmumlwhmgmduu-
dition. ]

Biblical ucbohnhiphunudcmormu advances during the
lu(fortyymudodtmmaudybytbeducomyofncwmmry
sources, material unavailabic to rescarchers in the past. The most
famous of these sources, of course, are the Dead Sea Scrolls, dis-
covered in 1947 in the ruins of the ascetic Essene community of
Qumran. In addition (0 such major discoveries, many parts of
which have yet 1o be published, other sources have gradually boen
coming to light or, lﬂctlongluppralwn,lrcbunganmluod
and studied.

As a result, Jesus is no longcrnlludowyﬂgurc cxisting in the
simplistic, fairy-tale world of the Gospels. Palestine at the advent
of the Christian cra is no longer a nebulous place belonging more
to myth than to history. On the contrary, we now know a great
deal sbout Jesus's milicu, and far moce than most practising
Christians realisc about Palestine in the first century—its sociol-

- ogy, its cconomy, its politics, its cultural and religious character,
© its historical actuality. Much of Jesus's world has emergoed from

the haze of conjecture, speculation and mythic hyperbole, and is
clearer and better documented than, say, the world of King Ar-
thur. Andnltbough]wuhumclfrunumlo.ugnﬂanldqmo

clusive, it is as possibic to deduce plausible information about him
as it is to deduce such information about Arthur, or Robin Hood.

THE FAILURE OF BIBLICAL SCHOLARSHIP

Despite all this, the hopeful prophecy which we quoted at the
beginning of this book has not boen fulfilled. Theologians of inted-
lectual standing have not—at lcast, not publicly—come 1o share
those conclusions, nor to be amazed at the credulity of their nine-
tecath-century predecessors. In certain quarters, dogma is, if any-
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over-population, the Vatican can still impose its strictures on birth \

control and abortion—not on social of moral grounds, but on
theologiah,AlmwnedbyaboltoflighmingﬂYmﬁM@_m.
can atill be regarded as evidence of divine wrath at the appoint-
ment of a contentious bishop. This bishop’s ambiguous stitements
on aspects of Jesus's biography can still provoke outrage among

people who refuse 10 believe anything but that their saviour was |

conceived by the Holy Spirit on a virgin. And in American com-

mumtwl.m!wfworhofhtcnlummbcbmnedfmm:chooh

and libraries—or even, occasionally, burnt—for challenging tradi-

tional acriptural accounts, while a.niew current of fundamentalism
~can actually influence American politics throigh the support of
millions cager to be raptured away (0 a heaven more or kess inter-

changeable with Disncyland.

However unorthodox its prescatation of Jesus, Knuntukm (Y
The Last Tempiation is a passionately religious, passicastcly do-
votional, passionately Christian work. Neverthcless, the novel was

benned in many countries, including the author’s native Greoce, |

and Kazantzakis himsclf was cxcommunicated. Among non-fic- '
uwworh.Schonlddlmhamanlol. deapite immeniac salcs,
provoked much bitter bostility.
In 1983, David Rolfe, working for London Weekend Television
/ and Channel 4, began work on a three-part television documen-
tary catitled Jesus: the Evidence. The scries took no position of its
own, endorsed no particular point of view. It simply endeavoured
to survey the ficld of New Testament studics and (o asscss the

value of various theories proposed. Yet even before the project got

undes way, British pressure groups were lobbying to have the
cnterprisc suppressed. When it was finished, in 1984, it had 1o be
scroened, in a private showing, to a number of Members of Parlia-
ment before it could be cleared for transmission. And although
subscquent reviews found it thoroughly sanc asd quite uncon-
troversial, clerics of the Church of England publicly announced
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New Testament scholarship (o the atention of the lay public.
Apart from The Passover Plot, virtually nonc of this scholanship
hufoundluw-ymwpopuhroomcm‘[ewmh.wch
88 Jesus the Magician and The Gnostic Gospels, have boen widely
reviewed, discussed and distributed, but their readership has been
largely confined (o people mthnpnn}culn inlesost in their sub-
Joct matter. Most of the work donc in recent years has impingod
' only on specialists. Much of it is also written specifically foc spo-

t cialists, being virtually impenctrable (o the uninitiated reader.
. So far as the general public is concerned, as well as the
churches who ministes (0 that public, the works cited above might
" never have been produced. George Moore's depiction of Jesus as
. having survived the Crucifixion followed on from a coatcation
! nuintﬂnednolo«ﬂybywmcoflbeoldathembuldnobylbe
| Koran; and thus widely accepted throughout Islam and the Is-
+ lamic world. And yet the same claim, when promulgated by Rob-
| ert Graves, then by Dr Schonficld in The Passover Plot, attracted
; umuchlcandalmdmcmdlunyulhlhadncvabombm.chd
before. In the ficld of New Testament studies, it is as if each now
discovery, cach ncw assertion, is swallowed up as quickly as it can
be made. Each must constantly be presentod ancw, only 1o disap-
l pear again. Many people reacted (0 certain asscrtions in our own
| book as if The Pussover Plot, or Graves's King Jesus, or Moosc's
The Brook Kerith—on, for that matter, the Koran itsolf—had
never boen wrillen.

This is an extrwordinary situation, perhape unique in the catire
spectrum of modern historical rescarch. In every other sphere of
historical enquiry, ncw material is acknowledged. It may be dis-
puted. Attempts may be made (o suppress it. Alternatively, it may
be digested and assimilated. But at least people know what has
already beca discovered, what has alrcady been said twenty or
| Bfty or sevealy years ago. There is some specics of geauine ad-
vance, whereby old discoveries and contentions, and a corpus of

knowlodge comes into being. Revolutionary theorics may be ao-

that they would be on standby alert to deal with any members of ©€pted or discarded, but cognisance i at least taken of them and

their congregation upsct by the programmes.
Jesus: the Evidence had spught tobrumwmcoflhcudvunoelm
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of what proceded them. A cootext cxists. Cumulative coatribu- ;
tions by successive gencrations of rescarchers create an incroasod
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i understanding. Thus do we acquire our knowledge
;MMWTM , a8 well as of specific epochs nnd‘e‘thl. Thus
dowwquhencohmtwduwhﬂgumul(mlAnhur,_
kdinHood-aJanmd'AmMi@uummmﬂypow-.
h;mﬂymnuﬂu.mdybancwgmmwdbymm-

: becomes available. '
ms:l:r“-(he.mllpublichuanul,.Nmelhu—
toryolunnx_ikin;conmltmmimmnc,umﬁeaq!by-@_
mtknhnuwduifilmbdn.mndcfonhcﬂmum'ﬁmi
lheDuhopd‘Durhm‘lthcoloﬂalp:mwem.enupmduoch
much of a shock-borror reaction as if the Biahop's own acknowl- -
edged precursor, Archbishop Temple, bad never Hved, never pre-
ddcdovutheAndknnChumhmﬁmwmmdncvamadci

. imil ts.
e.;:;ncrmuibuﬁon in the Seld of biblical rescarch is like a foot-
print in sand. Each is covcred almost immedistely and, so far as
thc.mailpnsbliciconouned.\diviﬂmﬂy‘mthou,tu?oo.ﬂach
muuoomuntlybemndem,mlymbeooquedn!nm: o

Whylhon-ldlhhbe?Wliy-hwld'WMp.whwhun

i twnomnnylivu.bcthmimmunetoe.v_dumn_a_pdd.o
vekmnmnWhy.houldthcuutm-d.‘be_lkmamfanm
fact know less about the figure they worship than about historical |
humdhwa?hMMwmm,mW;

wnin-coeniblcordungem\utopmmul’pt’e.uncmemngiulg.avcl
bmm,mﬁaummmmmaynbmhmm
and safely promulgated. Yet the practising Christian remains &

ipmnntnhhpmdwuaond‘omnuiuqojmdhcwbwdbq

.

. In the wake of the television scrics mentionod above, a pancl
discussion on the subject was tranamitted. A mumber of distin-
guished' commentators, most of thom occlesiastics, were assom-
bled 10 cvaluate the programmes and their Imﬁhcauon; During
the course of this panel discussion, several of the contributors
agroed on one telling point. In the last year, the same point has
been echood not only by the Bishop of Durham, but also by the
Archbishop of Canterbury. It was also a focus of debalc at o
subsequent synod of the Church of England.

According to several participants, the prevailing ignorance of
New Testament scholarship is in large part the fault of the
churches themselves and of the occlesiastical establishment. Any-
onc in thc ministry, anyoac training for the ministry, is, as a
matter of course, confronted with the latest developments in biblj-
cal rescarch. Any seminarian today will learn at least somothing
of the Dead Sca Scrolls, of the Nag Hammadi Scrolls, of the
bistory and evolution of New Testament studics, of the more con-
troversial statements made by both theologians and historians. Yer
this knowledge has not been passed on 10 the laity. In consoguence,
a gulf has opened between ccclesiastics and their congregations.
Amoag themsclves, ecclesiastics have become emincatly sophisti-
cated and crudite. They react to the Iatest discoverics with blas
pl , remaining uaruffied by theological controversy. They

may fnd' contentions such as those we have made questionablo,

but not surprising or acandalous. Yet nothing of this sophistica-

tion has been transmitted to their flock. The Bock reccives virfu-
ally no historical background from its shepherd—who is belicved
0 be the definitive authority in such matters. When, in conso-

csscntially (0 the same simplistic accounts he heard wbm'hc.h‘im-\ quence, such background is-prescntod by writers like ourscivos,

selfl was a child. : |

rather than by the official shepherd, it can often produce a reac-

A fundamentalist might well assert that the situation bears wit- “wlmounungwmum., or a personal crisis of faith. Bithor we
ness (0 the rasilionce and tenacity of Chriatian faith. We do not become regarded as gratuitously destructive i or the
find such an explanation satisfactory. The Christian faith may shepherd himself bocomes suspect for having withheld informa-

indood be resilient and tenacious History has proved it to be 30 tion. The overall effect ia precisely the same as if
But we are not talking about faith—which must necessarily be an Otganised conapiracy of silence among churchmen.

intcasely privatc, intenscly subjoctive affair. We are talking about
documented historical facts.

there were an
|

This, then, is the situation at preseat. On the onc hand, there is

. the coclesisstical hicrarchy, stoeped in what has boen written in
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' d i i iblical scholarship. On
mmvawdmaﬂthemmwd‘{ , L
mmmmumhymmwyhommw

.chohnhiphmllyunkwwnwrﬁwry.ﬁemodan.m?«for :
leas well-read clesic is acutely aware, for cxample, of the distinc- |

ﬂmbdmivhnthintheNememm&iugHmdwhnhm'
muimdhluundition.ﬂchumdprwldyhowmuch-—.

ot.tobcmatmute.bownulo—dwncripmmw‘ulﬂyﬂy- B Sklyuicse scccat.

Hchavmofhowmwh-hﬁtudc.indwd.ofhowmmhwty,,
there is for interpretation. For such a cleric, the contradictions
betwoon fact and. faith, between history and theology, were per-
sonally confronted and resolved long ago. Such_n clenchnlon;
Wﬁdthﬂhhpa“ﬂhdﬂhnﬂtheumcthmguhhwﬂ-\
edwidenoe.mdhchu,nloaodmundofpawulrecmdh-
ﬁonbawew(hemo—cfmax\eiﬂnﬂOIIwhich.waMOt
wmmmmmmodm;bom.stmhncmhn
generally ‘heard it all before’. Hchun'likdywbosmr;ladbyu'w
kindofcvideweorhypothdlptuenwdbyumdbyothqwm-
m'ltwﬂldrudthvebem&mﬂhrtohim.mdhcwﬂlhnvg
formed his own conclusions long ago. .

In contrast to the loarned shepherd, the flock has not had occe-

dmdd\a'm&miﬁarheitpdfwi(hthccvﬂmminqwdonor'w ,

confront the inconsistencics between scriptural accounts and the
actual historical backdrop. For the devout Christian, there has
Mmmmmmmmmmwm,
dmplybewuehclnlncvahd-nymwbdmudhnw
tion between them might exist. He may not cven have thought
Wyd?abﬁnemwymmuumml'
mwym-mwmmwwuw
m—m.mcmmwhmy‘rd'wty,x,
otmt.Ontheoonuuy.themintheOo-pdqh =
attexty divoroed from all historical context—a narrative of stark,|

timeless, mythic aimplicity enacted in a sort of limbo, a ncver-

never-land of long ago and far away. Jesus, for cxampic, appoars -

pow in Galilos, now in Judace; now in Jerusalem, or oa the banks
of the Jordan. For the modern Christian, however, there is often
nonmohhgpognphialmdpoﬁtiul rclation betwoos:
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these places, how far they might be from each other, bow long a
journey from -one to the other might take. titles of various
confusingly in the background, like extras on a film sct, and if cnc
has any concrete image of them at all, it gencrally desives from
onc or another Hollywood spectacular—Pilate complete with

For the lay congregation, scriptural accounts are regarded sq
literal history, a sclf-contained story no less true for being di-
vorced from an historical context. Never having beea taught oth-
erwise-by his spiritual mentors, many a devout belicver has had
no need to question the problems posed by such a context. Whea
these problems are suddenly posed by a book such as ours, they
will quite understandably assume the formi of revelation, or of
sacrilege. And we ourselves will instinctively be perceived as ‘anti-
Christian’, as writers cagaged in a fully fledged crueade which pits
us, as militant adversarics, against the ecclesiastical establishment
—aas if we were persoaslly bent on toppling the edifice of Chris-
tendom (and so nalve as (0 think such a feat possible).

OUR. CONCLUSIONS IN PERSPECTIVE

Neodices to say, we harbour no such intentions. We are not ea-
sagoed in any sort of cnusade. We have no particular desire to
make ‘converts’. We certainly are not deliberately trying to shaky
people’s faith. In Holy Blood, Holy Grail our motivation was
really quite simple. We had a story (0 tell, and the story scomod
emincatly worth the telling. We had been involved in an histosical
adventure as gripping as any detoctive tale or spy thriller. At the
same time, the adventure had also proved immensely infosrmative,
uncovering vast tracts of our civilisation’s past—and not just bib-
lical —which we and our readers might not otherwise havo had
Occasion 1o cxplore. It is a truism that a good story roquires toll-
ing; it sccms 10 have a life and momcantum of its owm, whick
demand capression. We wishoed to share our story, in much the
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nmemythﬂmcnﬁ;httugnﬁicﬂd'nammduﬂhhﬂhﬂl cred. mexidycbaaitilyehnllawmm?“lhuu

auentiontonmﬂdn;hndsapc.orlupeancuhnumq. .
Oumomd\ukm'womlmwmminwdp.ndo?rndyq-
mlndeqd.dnldmtuniudfledmw_(hanl We simply in-

foist them upoa you. lftheymikcsancto

yw.wdlnnd.ood.lfno(,feelﬁectodhardlhanm'ddnw,

your own. In the meantime, we bope you found your wpmn Wil?l
us interesting, entertaining and informative.’ And yet it was inevi-
table, given our subject matter,
caught in the inherent conflict between

doxes of this conflict. . '

In 1520, Hernén Cortés, advancing on the ancient Mecxican
capital of Tenochtitlin, was regarded as a god by the Am
Neverhnvingaemﬁrwmlorbonabefore. t«bcAztwurcqudodl
uwuﬁnpnotaxlyumpmmtur_d.bmacoaﬂmaumof

that we should find: ourselves |
fact and faith. A simple |
example should serve to illustrate tbc complexitics and the para- |

Cortés’s divine status—of his identity as an avalar of their -
preme god, Quetzalcoatl. Today, of course, it is understandable
how such a misconception can have occurred. Even to 8 Western

European at the time, it would have been comprehensible. It s )

quite clear that there was nothing in any way divine about Cortts.
Andydithequdlydwthninthemmdnoﬂh@ewbobchcved
in his divinity, he was indoed a god.

Let us supposc that a modern Mexican Indian, perhape with
vuugaofmAnoChcﬂugc.mma(bcbdiemin_Con&'l
divinity. It might secm to us somewhat peculiar, but we could nql
prauuwwchnllm‘chhbclid—apedl’lly if his background, his

education, his upbringing, his culture had ail conduoed to fostes|

MU

it his ‘fmith’ might entail something much more pro-
found than a merc conviction of Cortés’s divinity. He might assert
that he experienced Cortés within him, that he communed per-
sonally with Cortés, that Cortés appeared to him-in visions, that
through Cortés he approached oncncss with God or with the u-'.'

| ¥}
avalavlVes,

|
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man experiences in the privacy of his must of necessity
remain inviolatc and inviolable. And there are a great many peo-
ple, quite sane, quite balanced, quite worthy of respect, who, in
the privacy of their psyches, belicve.in things far stranger than the
divinity of Hernén Cortés.

But the times in which Cortés lived, like the times in which

" Jesua lived, are documentod. We know quite a bit about the histor-

ical coatext, the world in which both figures cxisted. This knowl-
odge is not a matter of personal belief, but of simple historical
fact. And if a man permits his perscaal belicf (o distort, alter or
they share his belicf, (0 condone the process. The same principle
obtains if a man permits his personal belief 10 derange dramati-
cally the laws of probability and what we know of human nature.
We could not, as we said, chaliecnge a man who belicved in
Cortés’s divinity, or who, in some manner or form ‘experienood’
Cortés within him. We could, however, challenge 8 man who as-
scrtod that, as a matter of historical fact, Cortés (like Quctzal-
coatl) was bormn of an caglc and a serpent, or that Cortés was
ordained to save the world, or that Cortés never died and now
bides his timme in some underground crypt awaiting a propitious
moment to returm and proclaim his sovereignty over Mexico. We
could challenge a man who asserted that Cortés, even without his
armour, was immune (0 spears and arrows, that he rode a homeo
through sea or sky, or that he usod weapons which in roality were
oot invented until two ocntuna later.

It is not that established records of Cortés explicitly deny these
things. They do not—for the simplc reason that no such things
were cver assertod sbout Cortés during his lifetimo. But such
things fly so fiagranily in the face of known history, so fagrantly
in the face of human experience, 30 flagrantly in the face of simple

nenbhob il sh.»
FEArsEUuINY, hal

they impose ai inOidinaic sirain upon crodulily.
A_lpcr-omlbd‘mf,thcymnybcunimpuglublr~ But presentod s
historical fact, they rest on too improbable and t0o tenuous s
basis. '
Jeaus poses a problem essentially analogous. We have no desire

1
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to challenge anyone's personal faith, apyone’s personal belief. We thing onc can say is that onc docs not know. So far as the theolog-
are not dealing with the Christ or Christos of thoology, the figure ical attributcs accorded Jesus by Christian tradition. are con-
who cajoys a very real and very puissant existence in the psyches o oumid‘.-_wc-umplydono(know. o )
and consciences of the faithful We are dealing with a different  Within the gencral spectrum of ‘things not knowd’, virtually ail
figure, someone who actually walked the sands of Palestine two things are poasible. But on the basis of onc's own experience, oa
thousand years ago, just as Cortés trod the stones of the Mcxican the basis of human history and development, some of theac are
descrt in 1319. We are dealing, in short, with the Jesus of history more possible than others, more or less likely, more or less proba-
—and history, however vague and unoertain it may somectimes be, ble than others. If one is honest, one can only acknowledge this
will still often brazenly defy our wishes, or myths, or mental im- situation—that al} things arc possibic, but that some are moro
Agcs, OUr prooonceplions. ' possiblc than others. It amounts to a simple balance of probabili-
In ocrder 0 do justioe (o the Jesus of history, one must cffec- . tics and plauaitalitics. What is more or less likely to have hap-
tively divest oneself of preconceptions—and especially of the pened? What is more in accord with mankind’s cxperience? In the
preconceptions fosterod by subsoquent tradition. One must be pro- -~ absence of truly definitive knowledge about Jesus, it socms to ue
pared (0 contemplate biblical material as dispassionately as onc more likely, more probable, more in accord with our experience of
might contemplate chrovicles pertaining to Cacsar, or Alexander : bumanity, that a man should have been marmied and tried to
—or Cortés. And one must refrain from a priori acts of belicf. regain his rightful throne than that he should have boen bom of a
Indeed, it can be argued that the wisdom of believing or disbe- virgin, walked on water and risen from his grave. And yet this
lieving is itself questionable. ‘Belicf” may well be a dangerous conclusion, too, must, of necessity, remain tentative. It is a con-
word, implying, ss it docs, an act of faith which may ofien be clusion acknowledged as a more likely possibility, not embracod
unwarranted. People arc prepared to kill all too readily in the a8 a creed.

name of belicf. At the same time, (o disbelieve is as much an act of
faith, as much an unsubstantiated assumption, 83 belief. Disbelief

—as exemplificd by the militant athoist or rationalist, for instance ‘ INTERPRETATION IN THE SERVICE OF BELIEF
—ia in itsclf another form of bolief. To say that onc does not
belicve in icicpathy, or in ghosts, or in God is a8 much an act of | As we have said, much is known today about the world in which
faith as believing in them. Jesus lived, the Palestine of two thousand years ago. But 80 far as
1t is preferable to think in terms of knowledge. Ultimately, the ' Jesus himaclf, and the events surtounding his life, are conoerned,
issuc is quite simple. Either one knows something, immediately, thore & an abecnce of definitive knowledge. The Gospela, indood
directly and at first hand, or cae doos not. A man who touches 5 the whole of the Bible, are sketchy documents, which po responai-
hot stove docs ot need to believe in pain. He knows pain; he ~ ble scholar would for a moment considor absolutely reliable as
experiences pain; pain is a reality that cannot be doubted. A mag historical testimony. Given this situation, onc must posforoe hy-
whomaeivennneleetricll\mkcltmlnnotn.klni:mell’wlm_uu-,rhc pmhdhe,ifmchnotwminmuw(lmmd.oumiﬂnm
bdicVuinthcfotmdMnkm-MtY-chm ~ hypothesise wildly; onc must confine onc’s speculation to the
mmﬂ&'@n@y@?“@“'mm framework of known historical date and probabilitics. Wiikin this
term one afiaches to it _us-@gaﬁﬁﬁmmm.gm framework, however, it is perfectly valid, and indoed nocessary, o
than empirical knowledge of this kind—if, in short, one docg noy speculato—to interpret the meagre, opaque and ofien contradic-
personally know in the sense just explained—tlic only honess tory cvidence that doea cxist. Most biblical scholarship involves
i - ‘
”
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some degree of speculation. So, for that matter, do theology and
the teachings of the churches. But while historical rescarch specu-
lates 0 the basis of historical fact, theology and clerical teachings
spoculste almost entirely on the acriptures themselves—often
without any relation to historical fact.

People have argued, have slaughtered each other, have waged
wars throughout the course of the last two thousand ycars over
the way in which particular passages should be understood. In the
coalescence of Christian tradition, there is one principle that has
remained constant. In the past, when Church Fathers or other
individuals were confronted with one of the various biblical ambi-
guitics and contradictions, they speculated about its meaning.
They attempied to interpret it. Once accepted, the conclusion of
their speculation—that is, their interpretation—would become en-
shrined as dogma. Over the centuries, it then came t0 be regarded

as established fact. Such conclusions arc not fact at all. On the

contrary, they are speculation and interpresation congealed into a
tradition; and it is this tradition which is constantly mistaken for
fact.

A single cxample should serve to illustrate the process. Accord-
ing to all four Gospcls, Pilate affixcs 10 Jesus's croes an inscription
bearing the title ‘King of the Jews’. Apart from this, the Gospels
tell us virtually nothing. In John 6:15, there is a curious stage-
ment, that ‘Jesus, who could sec they were sbout 10 come and
uktﬂnimbyfomeandmnh:himILi'n;,e.caped‘h.‘;kmm‘,hm"',y
himself” ¢ And in John 19:21-22: *So the Jewish chicf priests saig
wPil.w,“Youuhouldno(wriw‘ngoﬂheJéwn'.butmm
said: I am King of the Jews.’” Pilaic answered, “What | hay,
written, I have written.” * But there is no claboration or elucida-
tion of thesc passages. We arc given no real indication of whether
the title was warranted or not, official or not, recognised or nge
Nor arc we given any indication of bow, procisely, Pilate i‘nw
the appellation to be understood. What was his motivation? Wiye
was his aciion inicisded 1o achicve? ‘

At some point in the past, il was acsumed on the basis of

ive intarpretation, that Pilatc must have intended the tigje
mocnn'ly.Tohveummcdo(hawhe'ouldhlvchmmm.
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number of awkward questions. Today, most Christians blindly
accept, as if it were 8 matter of cstablishod fact, that Pilate used
thi title in derision. But this is not establiahod fict at all. If onc
reads. the Gospels themselves, with no preconoeptions whatever,
there is nothing to suggest that ‘the title was not used in all seri-
ousncss—was not perfectly legitimate and acknowlodged as such
by at icast somc of Jeaus’s contemporarics, including Pilate. So far
as the Gospels themaclves are concerned, Jesus may indeod have
been King of the Jews—and/or been 80 regarded. It is oaly tradi-

uonlhnthnpcnundodpeoplco(hawnc.Towgpllthm

may actually have been King of the Jews is not, therefore, to
stand at. variance with the cvidence. 1t is merely to stand at vari-
ance with a'long cstablished tradition—a long cstablished system
of belicfs based ultimately on someonc’s speculstive interpreta-
tion. If anything stands at variance with the cvidence, it is this
system of belicfs. For in Matthew's account of Jesus’s birth, the
three ‘wisc men’ ask, ‘Where is the infant King of the Jews? If
Pilatc intended the title 10 be derisive, what is onc to make of the
question of the magi? Did they, too, intend it as derisive? Surely
not. Yet if they were referring to a legitimate title, why should not
Pilatc have been 30 as well?

The Gospels are documents of a stark, mythic simplicity. They
depict a world stripped (0 certain barc essentials, &8 world of &
timeless; archetypal, almost fairy-tale charscter. But Palestine, at

the advent of the Christian cra, was not a fairy-tale kingdom. On

the contrary, it was an cmineatly real place, peopled by real indi-
viduals, such as one might find anywhere clse in the world at any
other timo in history. Hesod was not a king of obscure legend. Ho
was a very real polontate, whose reign (37 to 4 B.C.) extends
beyoad its biblical context to overlap those of well known secular
figures—of Julius Cacsar, for instance, Cloopatra, Mark Amtomy,
Augustus and other personages familiar to us from schoolbooks
and cven from Shakespeare. As we have said, Paleatine in the first
century, like any other place in the world, was subject t0 & com-
plex welter of social, psychological, political, economic, cultural
and religious factors. Numerous factions squabbled with cach
other and among thcmscives. Cabals manipulated and machi-
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nated behind the scenes. Various parties pursued conflicting objoc-

tives, ofien making tenuous alliances with each other for the sole
purpose of cxpodiency. Deals were clandestinely armanged. Vested
intorests jockeyed for power. The populace at large, like the popu-
lace clscwhere and at other times, vocred betwoen apathetic tor-
por and hysterical fanaticism, betwoen abject fear and fervent
oomviction. Little, if any, of this is conveyed by the Gospels—only
a residuc of confusion. And yet these currents, these forces, are

cascntial for any understanding of the historical Jesus—the Jesus,

who actually walked the soil of Palestine two thousand yoars aga
—rather than the Christ of fuith. It was this Jesus that we en-
deavoured to discern and comprehend more clearly. To make
such an endeavour is not to declare oncsclf anti-Christian.

THE CONTEXT L

In the wake of Holy Biood, Holy Grail whea certiin ‘Christiang’
vehemently declared us to be anti-Christian, we could oaly shrug
helplessly. We ourscives, it must be repeated, bad no desire to
assume the role of iconoclasts; we were simply caught in the con-
Nor, for that matter, did we regard the suggestions we made
about Jesus as in any way shocking or outragoous. As the reader
will have noted, virtually all the suggnstions had beea made bo-
fore, most of them quite mcmllyndhawdlp.mm.'.y_
Maoovawemenotalon&%mmmcnu.my
harc-brained thesis calculated to produce an ‘instant best-selles’.
Onlbeoonmry.viﬂunllynllomwmmmuin
Lbem-innmmolwnumponrylihlicnlwhﬂnnhip,m“'u
ﬁ-ompmciiélythhwbohnhiplhnnuchdwrmmm
%m&ﬂwdthclckmbd;edumhlhckld,m,d
whommndkmwnwthcg:\aﬂgug;mgn_.&‘w
part we did littic more than synthesise their conclusions in
Mﬂywmmmmm.[myﬁ il
moughwmemmahﬂﬁmm(,myd‘,mw,
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. accepted them. What they had failed to do was pass them on 10

the laity. .
In private discussions, we met churchmen of many denomina-

“tions. Few clprun_cd any hostiity (o the conclusions in our book. -
Certain of them took issue with us oo one or another spocific

point, but most found our gencral thesis plausible, even in some
cases probable, and in no way diminishing the stature of Jesus os
the. Christian faith. Among lay Christians, however, the same
conclusions sccmed to cntail blasphemy, heresy, sacrilege and al-

most cvci'y‘(jthcr religious sin on the register. It was this discrep-

ancy of reaction that we found particularly striking and instruc-
tive. Churchmen, whom onc weuld expect 10 bec most militant
about the matter, responded with anything from sceptical but un-
surprised indifference 10 outright endorsement. Their flock re-

sponded with anything from horrified disillusion (o vociferous

outrage. Nothing could have made so apparent the failure of the
churches to keep their congregations abreast of developments in
the ficld of biblical scholarship.

All the same, there are signs that the situation is slowly begin-
ning to change. 1t may well be, of course, that these signs arc
misleading or illusory, and that the pendulum will once again
swing back in favour of ‘simplc faith’, with the fruits of historical
scholarship continuing to be ignored or suppressed. In that ro-
spect, the contagion of American fundamentalism certainly au-
gums ill. Nevertheless, there are distinct signs of improvement in
the air, 30 numerous as 10 amount, in their modest way, to a form
of Zeitgeiss—a spirit, or current, or movement, abroad in the
world. '

During the years of our research, numerous other publications
were already in circulation, helping to create a favourable climate.
In the 19708, at lcast two novcls, onc of them a serious and well
reviewed work of literature, postulated the discovery of Jesus's

' mummified body. Another popular novel called the Gospels into

quciiion by suggesiiug ihe cuisicnoe of a new corpus of first-hand
scriptural accounts—and this book was made into a television
mini-scrics. In his monumental opus Terra Nastra—centainly onc
of the dozen or 80 most important novels (o be published in any

9
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lamguage since the Second World War—the respected Mexican
povelist Carlos Fuentes depicted Jesus as surviving the Cross by
means of a fraudulent crucifixion involving s substitute. At least
onc novel, Magdalene by Carolyn Slaughter, presented the Mag-
dalenc sa Jesua's lover. And Liz Greeae, drawing on some of our
own rescarch, wrote of a bloodline descended from Jesus in The
Dreamer of the Vine, a novel sbout Nostradamus published in
1980. .

So far as more academic scholarship was concerned, the Nag
Hammadi Scrolls appeared for the first time in English translation
in 1977, and within two years had inspired Elaine Pagcls’s best-
scller The Gnastic Gospels. Morton Smith had disclosed his find-
ings about the carly church in The Secret Gaspel, following it with
his controversial portrait in Jesus the Magician. Haim Maccoby
addressed himaelf to the historical Jesua in Revolution in Judaea,
as did Geza Vermes in such works as Jesus the Jew. And Hugh
Schonficld’s on-going series of studies of first-century Palestine
was appearing at regular intervals through the 1970s. On a theo-
logical level, 8 number of Anglican clerics provoked considcrable
controversy by questioning Jesus's divinity in a collection of es-
says, The Myth of God Incarnate. And it is also worth noting a
curious, unsubstantisted but fascinating book, The Jesus Scroll,
by an Australian writer, Donovan Joyce.

By 1982, then, when Holy Blood, Holy Grail appeared in print,
the waters had already been disturbed by a fresh wave of matcrial
pestaining to the historical Jesus. True, many people still did not
know the cxteat to which, for example, the. Gospels contradict
cach other. Or that there are Gospels othier than those in.the New
Testament, whu?h werc more or less arbitrarily excluded from the
canon by councils composed of eminently mortal, eminently falli-
ble men. Or that Jesus's divinity had boen decided by vote at the
Council of Nicaca, some throe centuries after Jesus himsclf had
lived. Truc, t0o, fundamentalism is still rabid in America. And, as
we obeerved carlier, thore arc siiii poople in Britain who can
.scnt_)e e fire caused by lightaing in York 1o God's wrath at the
sppoinimeat of a somewhat outspoken bihop—as if, amid the
violence, hatred, prejudice, insensitivity and menace of the mod-
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em world, God had nothing more pressing on His mind, nothing
better 10 do with- His resourcea. And there are still people who
can shout blasphemy or heresy and demand same bishop's
resignation when he makes 30 self-evident, -Scase & stato-
ment as that the Resurrection cannot be definitively ‘proved’.
Nevertheless, there is something ‘in the air’, of which the bishop

‘himself is a manifestation.

It would be disingenuous on our part to pretend ignorance of
our book’s impact, both in sales and coantroversy. For the first
time since Hugh Schonficld’s Pasover Plot in 1963, cestain ques-
tions pertaining to the New Testament, to Jesus aind (0 the origine
of Christianity, were raised to the general reading public—to the
so-called ‘mass market’, rather than to a cadre of academic spo-
cialists and theologians. And it became apparent that the gencxal
reading public was not only prepared, but positively cager, 0

Necither television nor the publishing establishment was blind to
the posaibilitics. Since 1982, a number of ncw books bave ap-
peared. In 1983, The Illusionist, a novel by Anita Masoa, offered a
comtroversial but historically valid perspective oa the coalescence
of the esrly Church; it was short-listed for the Booker Prize,
Britain’s most prestigious literary award. In 1983, Anthony Bur-
goes, perhaps even more coatroversially, explored much the same
tesritory in The Kingdom of the Wicked. An incipicnt storm was
provoked by Michele Roberts’s novel The Wild Girl Drawing, sa
we did, on evidence in the Nag Hammadi Scrolls, Michele Rob-
cats depicts the Magdalcac as Jesus’s lover and as the mother of
his child. On its paperback publication in 1985, The Wild Girl
provoked dire fulminations not only from the expected pressure
groups, but also from a would-be Torquemada in Parliament; and,
until rather more sanc judgments prevailed, the book was throat-
ened with prosccution under Britain's antediluvian blasphany

" law. In the mcantime, Robert Graves’s King Jesus, which makes

asscrtions no icas scandalous, was reissued for the first time sinoo
1962, in a readily accessible paperback edition. (Graves's book,

.presumably, was too opaque for the sclf-appointed custodians of

thought who objected to Michele Roberts. Or perhaps establiabod
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portrayal of Josus anywhere is in D. H. Lawrenoc's The Man Who
Died, published more than fifty years ago, & miniature master-
piece in which Josus is depicted as having what used to be called
.Mm'm.mdhhinmﬂup&nwmpk,\l
the climactic moment, he declares, ‘1 am riseal’).

Among biblical studies goared towards a noa-specialist audi-
enoe, two of Hugh Schonfleld’s books have been reissucd, while a
new ont, The Kssene Odyssey. appeared in 1985. The works of
Morton Smith and Elaine Pagels have all boen released in quality
peperback oditions. In telovision and cinema, there have boen dra-
matisations (albeit glossy and uncountroversial) of the Siege of
Masads and the dispute botween Peter and Paul. More signifi-
cantly, Karen Armstrong, a former nun, challenged established
Christian tradition in an intelligent, well researched and lucidly
presentod series on Saint Paul, entitled The First Christian. As we
have alrcady noted, David Rolfe did likewise in his widely pub-
licised sesies Jesus: the Evidence, which was followed by a book
bearing the same title.’ And in The Sea of Raith, Doa Cupitt,
Lecturer in Divinity and Dean of Emmanuel College, Cambridge,
prescatod perhaps the most penctrating television study yet un-
dertaken of Christianity today—a study containing statements far
more contentious than those of the Bishop of Durham.
~ We would not presume to claim that Holy Blood, Holy Grail in
itsclf nocessarily influenced any of these works. Indeed, some of
the individuals cited sbove would unquestionably find themaelves
at odds with certain of our conclusions. But we would like to
think that the success of our book rendered both publishers and

new devclopment. It also places a new and saluiary responsibiiity

tronising ccnsorship hitherto practised by churchmen with their
congregations. If, as in the past, shepherds withhold information
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from their flock, the flock will no longer aoquiesce in the proocss.
It will turn instead t0 books. and tolevision.

- we are corroct in this assumption, we dq) bave a basis for
feeling grutified. Not, it must be repeated, becavse we are on a
crusade. Not because we have a vestod interest, personal or imper-
sonal, in challenging, compromising or embarrassing the ooclesi-
astical establshment. But because we, oo, live in the modem
world. We arc aware of, and affocted by, the pressurcs of that
world: We are vulnerable, like everyone clac, 1o prejudice, and are
conscious of how much havoc bigotry, the excesses of blind faith,
and the tyranny which often accompanics it, can inflict on the
world. It is 1o our benefit, as it is to cveryome elsc’s, thay some
measure of perspective ahould be restored.
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