THE BOARD OF TRINITY COLLEGE, DUBLIN, IRELAND/ THE BRIDGEMAN ART LIBRARY

v/

ARE THE

Gospels Myth?

January 11, 49 B.C. is one of the most famous dates in the history of

ancient Rome, even of the ancient world. On that date Julius Caesar

crossed the Rubicon River, committing himself and his followers to civil

war. Few, if any, historians doubt that the event happened. On the other

hand, numerous skeptics claim that the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke,

and John are myth and have no basis in historical fact. Yet, as historian

Paul Merkley pointed out two decades ago in his article, “The Gospels as

Historical Testimony,” far less historical evidence exists for the crossing

of the Rubicon than does for the events depicted in the Gospels:

There are no firsthand testi-
monies to Caesar’s having
crossed the Rubicon (wherever
it was). Caesar himself makes no
mention in his memoirs of
crossing any river. Four histori-
ans belonging to the next two
or three generations do men-
tion a Rubicon River, and
claim that Caesar crossed it.
They are:Velleius Paterculus

(c.19 B.C.—c.A.D. 30); Plutarch
(c.A.D. 46—120); Suetonius
(75-160); and Appian (second
century). All of these evidently
depended on the one published
eyewitness account, that of
Asinius Pollio (76 B.C.—c. A.D.
4) which account has disap-
peared without a trace. No
manuscript copies for any of
these secondary sources is to be

By Carl E. Olson

During the
Enlightenment,
empirical data
became for many
scholars the key
to all scholarship,
including the
study of history.

The Four Evangelists, introductory page to the Gospel of St. Matthew from the Book of Kells, ¢. 800. Located at Trinity College, Dublin.
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found earlier than several hun-
dred years after their composi-
tion. (The Evangelical Quarterly
58, 319-336)

Merkley observed that those skep-
tics who either scoff at the historical
reliability of the Gospels or reject
them outright as “myth” do so with-
out much, if any, regard for the
nature of history in general and the
contents of Matthew, Mark, Luke,
and John in particular.

The Distinctive Sign

So, are the four Gospels “myth”? Can
they be trusted as historical records?
If Christianity is about “having faith,”
do such questions really matter? The
latter question is, I hope, easy to
answer: Yes, it obviously matters very
much if the narratives and discourses
recorded by the four evangelists are
about real people and historical
events. Pope Benedict XVI, in his
book Jesus of Nazareth, offers this suc-
cinct explanation:

For it is of the very essence of
biblical faith to be about real
historical events. It does not tell
stories symbolizing suprahistori-
cal truths, but is based on histo-
ry, history that took place here
on this earth. The factum histo-
rum (historical fact) is not an
interchangeable symbolic cipher
for biblical faith, but the foun-
dation on which it stands: Et
incarnates est—when we say
these words, we acknowledge
God’s actual entry into real his-
tory. (Jesus of Nazareth, xv)

Christianity, more than any other
religion, is rooted in history and
makes strong—even shocking—claims
about historical events, most notably
that God became man and dwelt
among us. Of course, some Christians
of a less-than-orthodox persuasion are
content to discard large chunks of the
Gospels as unnecessary (or even
“offensive™) or to interpret as
“mythological” or “metaphorical”
nearly each and every event and belief
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described therein. But such is not the
belief of the Catholic Church (or of
the Eastern Orthodox churches and
most conservative Protestants). As the
Catechism of the Catholic Church flatly
states: “Belief in the true Incarnation
of the Son of God is the distinctive
sign of Christian faith” (CCC 463).
It 1s, ultimately, this distinctive

sign—the conviction that Jesus of

" Nazareth was and is truly God and

man—that 1s the focal point of
attacks on the historical credibility of
the Gospels and the New Testament.
Over the past few centuries many
historians and theologians have
sought to uncover the “historical
Jesus” and to peel away the many lay-
ers of what they believed were legend
and theological accretion. Many
abandoned hope that any historical
(never mind theological) fact could
be extracted from the Gospels.

A Work of Fiction
There were many complex reasons
for this state of affairs, one of them
being the Enlightenment-era doc-
trine that purely scientific, objective
history could not only be found, but
was necessary. Empirical data became
for many scholars—men such as Isaac
Newton, Francis Bacon, and René
Descartes—the key to all scholarship,
including the study of history. It
became the accepted wisdom that
supernatural or miraculous elements
could not be considered scientific and
truly historical and that they had to
be rejected. Anything outside the
realm of empirical data was liable to
be labeled “myth” and “legend.”
Fast-forward to our day. The results
of this approach are all around us, both
in the scholarly and popular realm.
Not long ago, a young filmmaker
named Brian Flemming produced a
documentary titled The God Who
Wasn’t There. Its purpose, he explained
in an interview, is to demonstrate that
the “biblical Jesus” is a myth. Asked to
summarize the evidence for this
stance, Flemming explained:

[ts more a matter of demonstrat-
ing a positive than a negative,

and the positive is that early
Christians appeared not to have
believed in a historical Jesus. If
the very first Christians appear to
believe in a mythical Christ, and
only later did “historical” details
get added bit by bi, that is not
consistent with the real man
actually existing. . .. I would say
that he 1s a myth in the same
way that many other characters
people believed actually existed.
Like William Tell is most likely a
myth, according to many folk-
lorists and many historians. Of
course, [Jesus| i1s a very important
myth. I think that he was invent-
ed a long time ago, and those
stories have been passed on as if
they are true. (David Ian Miller,
“Finding My Religion,”
www.sfgate.com)

Here “myth” is synonymous with
“fiction” or even “falsehood,” reflect-
ing the Enlightenment-era bias
against anything bearing even trace
amounts of the supernatural. “All I'm
saying,” remarked Flemming, “is that
[Jesus] doesn’t exist, and it would be a
healthy thing for Christians to look at
the Bible as a work of fiction from
which they can take inspiration rather
than, you know, the authoritative
word of God.”

“Serious Unicorns”

Thus the Gospels, according to skep-
tics such as Flemming, are compila-
tions of “nice stories” or “silly tales,”
just like stories about unicorns and
the Easter Bunny. Some skeptics
mock Christians for holding fearfully
onto childish tales while the truly
mature people (sel~described by
some as “brights”) go about the busi-
ness of making the world a better
place. “Meanwhile, we should devote
as much time to studying serious the-
ology,” stated well-known atheist
Richard Dawkins in column in The
Independent (Dec. 23, 1998), “as we
devote to studying serious fairies and
serious unicorns.” Fellow God-basher
Daniel Dennett, in his book Darwin’s
Dangerous Idea, wrote,



The kindly God who lovingly
fashioned each and every one
of us and sprinkled the sky with
shining stars for our delight—
that God 1s, like Santa Claus, a
myth of childhood, not any-
thing [that] a sane, undeluded
adult could literally believe in.
That God must either be
turned into a symbol for some-
thing less concrete or aban-
doned altogether. (18)

Smarter than Thou

Such rhetoric rests both on the
assumption that the Gospels are fan-
ciful myth and that the authors of the
New Testament (and their readers)
were clueless about the difference
between historical events and fiction-
al stories. There is an overbearing
sense of chronological snobbery at
work: We are smarter than people
who lived 2,000 years ago.Yet the
Second Epistle of Peter demonstrates
a clear understanding of the differ-
ence between myth and verified his-
torical events: “For we did not follow
cleverly devised myths when we
made known to you the power and
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but
we were eyewitnesses of his majesty”
(2 Pet. 1:16). The opening verses of
Luke’s Gospel indicate that the author
undertook the task of writing about
real people and events:

Inasmuch as many have under-
taken to compile a narrative of
the things which have been
accomplished among us, just as
they were delivered to us by
those who from the beginning
were eyewitnesses and ministers
of the word, it seemed good to
me also, having followed all
things closely for some time
past, to write an orderly
account for you, most excellent
Theophilus, that you may know
the truth concerning the things
of which you have been
informed. (Luke 1:1-4)

And the fourth Gospel concludes
with similar remarks:

This is the disciple who 1s bear-
ing witness to these things, and
who has written these things;
and we know that his testimony
is true. But there are also many
other things which Jesus did;
were every one of them to be
written, [ suppose that the
world itself could not contain
the books that would be writ-
ten. (John 21:24-25)

These quotations do not, of course,
prove the historicity of the New
Testament. Rather, they suggest that
the authors, far from being knuckle-
dragging simpletons, set about to
write works depicting real people
and events—especially since they
believed the narratives they recount-
ed had meaning only if they really
did occur. As such, their historical
content should be judged not
against tales of unicorns and Easter
bunnies, but against other first-
century works of history and histor-
ical narrative.

What Is a Gospel?

The word gospel comes from the
Greek word euangelion, meaning
“good news” and refers to the mes-
sage of Christian belief in the person
of Jesus Christ. There has been much
scholarly debate about the genre of
“gospel” and how it might relate to
other forms of writings found in
first-century Palestine and the larger
ancient world. Obviously, they do
contain biographical details, and some
scholars have argued in recent years
that the gospels are as biographical in
nature as anything in the ancient
Greco-Roman world.

“The majority of recent special-
ized studies,” writes Evangelical bibli-
cal scholar Craig L. Blomberg in
Making Sense of the New Testament,
“has recognized that the closest paral-
lels are found among the compara-
tively trustworthy histories and biog-
raphies of writers like the Jewish his-
torian Josephus, and the Greek histo-
rians Herodotus and Thucydides”
(28). In his commentary on the
Gospel of Matthew, Catholic

theologian and biblical scholar
Erasmo Leiva-Merikakis writes:

We must conclude, then, that
the genre of the Gospel is not
that of pure “history”; but nei-
ther is it that of myth, fairy tale,
or legend. In fact, evangelion
constitutes a genre all its own, a
surprising novelty in the litera-

New Testament authors set
about to write works depict-
ing real people and events—
especially since they
believed the narratives they
recounted had meaning
only if they really did occur.

ture of the ancient world.
Matthew does not seek to be
“objective” in a scientific or
legal sense. He is writing as one
whose life has been drastically
changed by the encounter with
Jesus of Nazareth. Hence, he is
proposing to his listeners an
objective reality of history, but
offered as kerygma, that is, as a
proclamation that bears personal
witness to the radical difference
that reality has already made in
his life. (Fire of Mercy, Heart of
the Word, Vol. II: Meditations on
the Gospel According fo St.
Matthew, 44)

Many early Christian authors, such
as Justin Martyr, referred to the
Gospels as memoirs of the apostles.
Blomberg has used the descriptive
“theological biographies,” which cap-
tures well the supernatural and
human elements found within them.
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