WEEK 1 READINGS

READING #1

Clossey, Luke.  “Global Cult of Jesus.”  ABC-Clio World History Encyclopedia.  Santa 


Barbara, Calif.: ABC-Clio, forthcoming.

The historical Jesus was a Jewish religious leader (died ca. 33 CE).  Christians recognize him as Jesus Christ, the only incarnation of God; Muslims know him as ‘Isa ibn Maryam (Jesus son of Mary), the last prophet before Mohammad.  Because of his importance to both these missionary religions, he was the most universally recognized figure in the early-modern world.  These religions’ contacts with non-western cultures bore syncretic cross-cultural Jesuses.

Europe

Despite their teachings’ focus on Christ, the Protestant reformers accepted medieval Latin Christology largely intact:  Christ was a single person in which both a divine and human nature were inseparably united.  Perhaps the most important point of dispute was the nature of the mass as re-creation of Christ’s sacrifice--which Protestants felt was insulting to Christ, as if his crucifixion were insufficient to atone for all sin.  In Luther’s eyes the entire Bible was about Christ, and Jesus’s teachings and miracles were insignificant in comparison to his sacrifice and mission.  Popular illustrations of the reformers’ criticisms contrasted a poor Jesus crowned with thorns to a wealthy pope crowned with the triple tiara.

Jesus was equally important in parts of Europe less influenced by the Reformation.  In Jewish circles the medieval gospel parody Toledot Jesu remained popular.  The Council of Trent (1545-63) encouraged the remembrance of Christ’s passion and the mass.  In 1595 lead disks were discovered in Spain, the Arabic inscriptions on which claimed to be a first-century record of the church and honoured Jesus with a variation of the Islamic shahādah creed: “there is no god but Allah and Jesus is the spirit of Allah,” a phrase with appeal for Catholics and Muslims alike.  The Arabic was suspect, and the Church condemned the disks in 1682.

Islamic World

Despite such instances of blending and cross-influence, the Islamic tradition of Jesus largely remained independent of Christianity.  The veneration of Jesus had been central to Islam since its inception, and at first encouraged some Christians to view Islam as a heretical version of Christianity.  The Jesus of the Quran is especially keen on “cleansing” (3:55) false, Christian understandings of his divinity, but as Islam developed Jesus took up a greater variety of roles.  The Hadith tradition included a Jesus who would return before Judgement Day to slay the Antichrist (and all pigs) and thus issue in an age of peace on earth.  Jesus developed in other Arabic literature as the object of popular devotion, as a combatant in theological disputes, or as a model of asceticism or etiquette.  By our period his functions were many.  The Shi’i theologian Majlisi (died 1698) describes a Jesus explaining that because money is a disease and scholars are doctors, we should beware of “doctors” too eager to catch “diseases” for themselves (Khalidi 2001, 213).  The Malay scholar Nuruddin al-Raniri (died 1658) argued that pages from the gospels of Jesus could be used as toilet paper only if they did not contain the word “God.”

Most distinctive to the early-modern period is Muslim rulers’ use of Jesus in ways that bolster their own authority.  Shah Isma’il (r. 1501-24), founder of the Safavid dynasty, identified himself as Jesus in poetry written in the language of the Muslim Turkmen tribesmen to the west, presumably in an attempt to win their loyalty.  A century later, in the ceremonial capital city Fatehpur Sikri, Akbar the Great of the Moghul Empire in 1602 erected the huge Gate of Magnificence (Buland Darwaza) leading into the mosque, with the Arabic inscription, “Said Jesus, on whom be peace!  The world is a bridge, pass over it, but build no house therein” (Heras 1949, 61).  Closely following an inscription celebrating the conquest of Gujarat and Kandesh, the words of Jesus anticipate and dispel any censure of Akbar’s satisfaction.

Wider World


Missionaries and colonists brought Jesus throughout the world.  Jesus met a mixed reaction in China.  In 1600 one customs officer inspecting missionary gifts for the emperor was impressed by the benign realism of a painted Madonna and Child, but thought a crucifix was a device designed to assassinate the emperor.  The Shenxian Tongjian (published 1701) includes Jesus among the Daoist-Buddhist pantheon.

Helped by massive immigration and power structures favouring the expansion of Christianity, Jesus achieved the greatest purchase in the Americas.  New Spain alone saw at least 156 shrines to Christ, housing crucifixes that were said to sweat, to bleed, and to offer protection from epidemics and famine.  

In colonial New England, one Puritan pastor spoke of hurting his “husband” Jesus by “liking other loves more than him”; another wrote of preparing his heart like a “featherbed…with gospel pillows, sheets, and sweet perfumes” so that he might be “impregnated” by Jesus (Godbeer 1995, 360, 368).  Such language caused concern about undermining the institution of marriage but, apparently, increased the participation of men in New England’s congregations.  To the disgust of their Calvinist and Lutheran contemporaries, Moravians took this one step further by describing Christ in female terms, and taking the wound in his side to be a womb.


Although Christianity was used to justify slavery, an attraction to Jesus encouraged the widespread conversion of slaves by the late eighteenth century.  In 1764 Massachusetts the slave Phillis Cogswell could recount her second conversion experience: “while I was about my work those words came to my Mind, come unto me all ye that labour and are heavy laden and I will give you rest. I tho’t with myself, I am weary and heavy-laden, I have a burden of guilt lying on me[,] Christ is all-sufficient to give rest—I many come; I will come to Christ for Rest” (Seamen 1999, 413).

Conclusion

Something of the complexity and diversity of the early-modern Jesus is encapsulated in the movement of Jesus beyond the canonical Latin and Arabic texts, carried by the Protestant reformers into the European vernaculars, by missionaries into non-European languages by missionaries, and by biblical scholars back into New Testament Greek.  The more critical and scientific historians of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment considered the Gospels separately from Christianity, and philosophers became interested in the teachings of Jesus, whom they considered a reasonable moralist teaching traditional truths.  Benjamin Franklin could thus urge his readers to emulate Jesus as well as Socrates.
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