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The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun

Listen, I am casting out demons and performing cures today and tomorrow, and on the third day I finish my work. Yet today, tomorrow, and the next day I must be on my way, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed away from Jerusalem.

Luke 13.31b–33, NRSV
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On Friday 3 April AD 33, Joshua ben Joseph – commonly called Joshua of Nazareth – was executed.

He had come into the city just six days before, leading a crowd of supporters down the hillside from the Mount of Olives. Over the next few days the whispers, rumours and arguments about him swilled around the city: he had created a disturbance in the Temple; he had advocated non-payment of taxes; he had defied the Temple purity laws; he had attacked the authorities – both Jewish and Roman. In the end he was betrayed by one of his own followers, hurriedly tried by the local aristocracy, and extradited to the Roman occupying forces. After some political bargaining and negotiations with various powerful groups and individuals, the Romans agreed to execute him. Their soldiers – a group of auxiliaries from Samaria – beat him so badly that his death on the cross occurred with unusual speed. A rich well-wisher asked the Romans for permission to bury him and his corpse was hurriedly interred, in order to comply with local religious laws.

Another Galilean rabble-rouser. Another would-be Messiah. Another footnote in the history of Roman imperial politics. Just a routine killing at the edge of empire.

Nothing to write home about.




Introduction

This is a history of the last week of Jesus’ life.

It’s not a book of theology (although you can’t easily divorce the one from the other). It’s not a book of spirituality (although I think it has a spiritual impact). It’s not a work of fiction (although there will be plenty of times when our imagination can be invited out to play). It’s not a book of esoteric conspiracy theories (although it does involve a conspiracy). It’s a book of history. A book of what we know about the life and times of Jesus and how that helps us to understand the stories. It is a book about the city and the people, the time and the place – a book about a week that changed the world entirely.

Some readers might be sceptical about seeing see the word ‘history’ applied to this story at all. These days, we’re used to hearing that the whole thing is a myth or a metaphor, that the characters are inventions, that it is one enormous symbol. History? Not possible. Best leave it. Treat the whole thing as a story.

But the truth is that there are real, historical facts to be explored. The streets of this story are paved with reality. The people who tread these streets are real historical characters who lived and breathed and worked and sweated, who inhabited a society about which much is known. And, as we delve into the history, as we strip away the layers of pious iconography and theological interpretation, we discover a tale that, for all its spiritual significance, is characterised by some very real human passions. This is a story of fear and anger, of non-violent resistance and state brutality. It’s a story of the outcasts and the powerful, of processions and perfume, of feasts and festivals, of death and darkness and, ultimately, of triumph. It’s not exactly what we expect, this story. As a Christian, I went into this book prepared to give a guided tour of a city I knew well, only to find that there were alleys and side-streets that I had never explored, avenues and squares that I never even knew existed. It’s a darker, more complex story than we realise, a tale of politics and double-dealing, of betrayal and compromise, of remarkable, earth-shattering events, of apparent failure and astonishing triumph.

It matters, this stuff, you see. Because, if you don’t know the true history, you are at the mercy of other people’s inventions. If we don’t – both Christians and non-Christians alike – make an attempt to understand the culture of the times, to find out what really happened, then other people will make it up. And they’ll use this story in a thousand different ways to claim a thousand different things. They’ll get Jesus to say things he couldn’t possibly have said, to obtain things he never would have wanted. They’ll take the story and use it to screw money out of TV viewers, to justify positions of power, to peddle theories about the end of the world. They’ll distort it to justify racism and bigotry. And they’ll use this story – the greatest story of non-violent love in history – to justify acts of violence on a scale that has never been seen.

Yes, this stuff matters.

Hour by hour

Recreating the story is not, of course, just a matter of mere historical facts. No history – at least no history worth reading – is just about the facts. Even such apparently ‘factual’ sources of information as archaeology and numismatics need interpretation. We need not only to know the facts, but to reflect on them, play with them, stir them around in our minds, mix them into new possibilities, pile them up into new patterns. We need, in short, imagination.

One imaginative leap I have taken in this book, for which many scholars would beat me up behind the bicycle sheds, is that I have suggested the days – and even the times – at which these events could have taken place.

I accept that this is speculative, but I think it helps in showing the shape of the week, and how the pressure keeps growing and building until Friday morning when it all erupts in a sudden, savagely fast burst of activity.1 This timetable is based on the mentions of days and times found in the Gospels. In the end it doesn’t matter whether Jesus was taken to Pilate at 6 or 6.30. But putting some figures on it does help us as we consider the timescale of the events. It helps us to imagine it – and that brings the real meaning much closer.

But this is not the only imaginative leap that I think is helpful. In imagining the historical landscape, it helps to have other points of view, parallel experiences, even from different times and different people. I’m going to be drawing on data not just from Roman Palestine, but from mediaeval Saudi Arabia, Victorian Dublin, Nazi-occupied Greece and modern Africa. I realise that this runs the risk of confusing times and eras, of anachronistically applying feelings and attitudes from later centuries to people who, in their time, didn’t feel that way. But there’s also a risk involved in doing it the other way, and that is that we end up seeing the story of the Longest Week as something essentially irretrievable, which happened ‘back then’ and which has no relevance or meaning to us now.

The sources

Imagination, then. Modern parallels and other experiences, as well. But our main sources of information are resolutely historical, all from the time of the events, or thereabouts.

There are no official Roman or Jewish sources for the trial and execution of Jesus. Justin Martyr refers to official reports – The Acts of Pilate – but these have been long lost.2 The Roman historian Tacitus, writing around AD 100, describes how Christ (or Christus as he calls him) ‘suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilate…’ It may well be that he took this from official Roman sources of information.3

In the absence of official records, the primary – and most important sources – are the Gospels themselves.

The four gospels – Matthew, Mark, Luke and John – were written sometime between AD 65 and AD 80. Some scholars would put them earlier in this timeframe, others later. The first three gospels – Matthew, Mark and Luke – are known as the Synoptic Gospels, because they follow the same broad outline and contain a lot of the same material. Of these three, Mark is generally agreed to be the earliest source. John’s is a very different type of gospel. It follows a different chronology, was probably written later than the first three and has a markedly different style.

Many scholars today are dismissive of the gospel writers; they view them as inventors more than historians. The attitude of modern critical scholarship to these works is, I think, rampantly colonial, treating the writers, and indeed the early church, as good-natured but essentially credulous and ignorant natives. ‘It’s not that they weren’t intelligent, bless them. They were doing their best. It’s just that we know better.’

The Gospels themselves aren’t objective – nor did they claim to be. Luke wrote his account so that his Roman patron, Theophilus, might ‘know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed’ (Luke 1.3–4). But when it comes to historical details, they have the advantage over us, in that both the authors and the audiences were alive at the time in question. They were part of a culture that had common features whether you were in Jerusalem or Rome. They knew more than we do about the world in which they lived. So, where there is doubt, the benefit of the doubt should go their way and not ours.

All of which is not to say that there are no conflicts in the writers’ accounts. In the various Gospels, some events happen in a different order. Mark puts the ‘cleansing’ of the Temple on the day after Jesus arrived in Jerusalem; Matthew and Luke seem to imply that it was on the same day. There are events in one that are not reported in another. John has long speeches by Jesus that don’t occur elsewhere. But, despite these differences, they do give a generally coherent and cogent account.

So the Gospels will be our primary witnesses, but there are some other sources which I will be using at length.

The letters of Paul have accounts of both the crucifixion and the resurrection which, in fact, date from earlier than the Gospels. Paul certainly mentions Jesus’ trial before Pontius Pilate (1 Tim. 6.13), also the Last Supper and the fact that the ‘rulers’ crucified Jesus (1 Cor. 2.8). He passes on a tradition about the Last Supper and a list of people who saw the resurrected Jesus.

Outside the Scriptures, the main witness is the first-century Jewish historian Josephus.

Josephus was a Jew who, following the disastrous rebellion by the Jews in AD 67–70, moved to Rome and wrote a history of both the war and his Jewish people. He finished this around AD 93–4. He gives us masses of useful information about the atmosphere of Judaea at the time. Josephus lived in the region: he saw the Temple in action, and he was involved in the political activity of his day. He may be inconsistent at times, and he’s certainly prone to exaggeration of numbers and to quite a bit of pro-Roman spin, but beneath that there is a real account of the times from someone who was actually there.4

Another Jewish source whom I will be quoting is a writer called Philo, a Jew who lived in Alexandria from c.20 bc to c. AD 50. Philo produced a great many works of literature, theology and philosophy, as well as writings that dealt with some of the major historical issues of his day.

There is also an enormous amount of Jewish rabbinic literature – works compiled by rabbis. The most important of these is probably the Mishnah, which represents the vast collection of oral law that had been accumulated by the rabbis in the period up to around AD 200.
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The Arch of Titus, Rome. Detail showing Roman soldiers bringing back the spoils from the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70, including the golden candlestick.

A little bit of background might be helpful here. In AD 67 the Jews revolted against Roman rule. After initial successes, the Romans eventually besieged Jerusalem with 30,000 troops. The suffering and sickness and internal warfare within Jerusalem were awful. In the end, in AD 70, the city was recaptured and the Temple was completely destroyed. The Jews rebelled again in AD 130 under a leader called Bar Kokhba. Again, they were successful at first, but eventually the Roman military machine proved too powerful. After the second revolt, the Jews were expelled from Jerusalem completely. They took up residence elsewhere in Judaea and Galilee, notably in Tiberias, on the shores of Lake Galilee. It was there, or around there, that the Mishnah was compiled.

So the Mishnah is a book that is shot through with a sense of loss. The Mishnah accounts of Temple worship, sacrifice, taxes, council meetings and festivals reflect a world that has been irretrievably lost. There is, therefore, probably a degree of wistful idealisation in the accounts.

There may well be cases where the Mishnah reflects not Jerusalem and Judaea as it was, but how the later pharisaical editors thought it must – or even should – have been.5

Finally, we have the apocryphal Gospels, that is, Christian writings that are outside the New Testament and date, on the whole, from much later. Despite the claims of various academics, novelists and film-makers, there is very little in these works that is of historical value about the life of Jesus. They were not written near the time, or by eye-witnesses. They are useful in shedding light on the beliefs and practices of certain minority sects of Christianity in the late second century, but they tell us little new about Jesus. However, it may be that, hidden beneath the later additions, there are some fragments of Jesus’ original teaching, and some stories and traditions that reflect real events.

Those, then, are our tools for the journey: archaeology and imagination; ancient literature and modern parallels. These are the guides to help us explore the sights, sounds and smells of the city of Jerusalem. Along the way we’re going to meet soldiers and Sadducees, Pharisees and priests, prostitutes, brigands, traitors, heroes, villains, and all stops in between. We’re going to encounter the heady smell of perfume from Nepal as well as the stench of sewage from the streets of Jerusalem; we’re going to break fresh bread and drink bitter wine; we’re going to see palm branches waved in acclamation and woven into savage crowns. We’re going to explore the murky world of imperial politics and the explosive language of apocalyptic literature. We’re going to see what happens when the kingdom of God crash-lands in the empire of Rome.

Above all, we’re going to take a white-knuckle ride through the last days of the most amazing man who has ever lived.

Ready?
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