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A Note From the Editor-

In-Chief 

By M.S. Foyle-York 

 

It is with great pride and excitement 

that the team here at The Key can now 

present to your our very first edition! I 

would like to begin by thanking the 

Editorial Board for all their hard work 

behind the scenes, and, of course, all 

the students who submitted essay for 

publication.  

When I was a small boy, perhaps no 

older than four years old, I can 

remember playing in the garden when 

I came across a small, but 

unfortunately very deceased, bird. I 

was – in a true child-like manner – 

intrigued and somewhat distressed by 

the lifelessness of this small bird. On 

reflection, it was probably my first true 

encounter with death.  

Distraught by my discovery, I ran into 

the kitchen and asked my mother 

‘where has the bird gone now?’. You 

see, I could not just accept that the 

bird had, well, just gone as still as the 

body it left behind. I thought the bird 

must have gone somewhere, but 

where? My mum simply responded 

that it had gone to ‘heaven’. For some 

reason – and believe me, I wish it were 

this simple in my adulthood – that 

vague answer sufficed, and I rushed 

outside again to gaze upon the bird 

once more.  

My distress and confusion had now 

turned to awe. I looked at the bird and 

imagined a silvery, transparent form of 

itself releasing from the corpse and 

fluttering up into the sky – into 

‘heaven’. From there on, I began to 

picture what this so-called ‘heaven’ 

might have been like. I drew pictures of 

it, asked my mother questions about it, 

and made asking people whether I was 

going to heaven a regular, morbid habit 

(you will be pleased to hear their 

answer was always certainly ‘yes’).  

I did not know it at the time, and it 

took me most of my life to realise, but 

it was as that moment in my childhood 

that I started my journey to becoming 

a student of Theology and Religion. 

And even now, as a twenty-two year 

old, I still believe that children make 

the best theologians.  

This Journal is, you might say, an 

attempt to encapsulate the spirit of the 

toddler and the dead bird in the 

garden. Regardless of our own 

personal religious beliefs (or lack 

thereof), where we come from, or 

where we are going, our subject is one 

of awe and wonder. The Key wishes to 

promote that spirit, to give UoE 

students a chance to express and share 

in the wonder and beauty of Theology 

and Religion.  

Within these pages, you will find 

essays from students (both 

undergraduate and postgraduate), 

alongside a special interview with Prof. 

Noam Chomsky. We are truly excited 

to bring you this publication, and I 

hope you will enjoy reading it as much 

as we enjoyed putting it together.  

Call for Submissions  

If you would like to submit an essay in 

a future edition of The Key, or would 

like to contact us regarding anything 

else, please email us at  

mf477@exeter.ac.uk 

mailto:mf477@exeter.ac.uk
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EXCLUSIVE: Q&A with 

Prof. Noam Chomsky 

Interviewed by M.S. Foyle-York 

 

As a first edition treat, The Key is 

proud to present an exclusive interview 

with Professor Noam Chomsky. 

Professor Chomsky is a world 

renowned political commentator, 

philosopher and linguist. It is widely 

attested that his work in linguistics 

revolutionised the field, earning him 

the (unofficial) title of ‘the father of 

modern linguistics’. Professor 

Chomsky was kind enough to answer 

quickfire questions from our Editor-in-

Chief, and we would like to thank 

Professor Chomsky once again for his 

kind correspondence.  

 

Editor: As a linguist, philosopher and 

political commentator, have there been 

any theologians who have inspired 

your work and/or activism? 

Chomsky: There are religious figures 

whom I have found highly inspiring, in 

their lives and work, but I can’t say 

that my work or activism would have 

been different had I not known of 

them. People like Archbishop Romero. 

And Fr. Ignacio Ellacuria and his 

colleagues, those assassinated with 

him and those who escaped, like Fr. 

Jan Sobrino. My close friend Fr. Cesar 

Jerez, and other leading figures of 

Latin American liberation 

theology. The remarkable Fr. Javier 

Giraldo, whose courage in defending 

victims of terror in Colombia defies 

words.  In the US, the Berrigan 

Brothers, Martin Luther King, Dorothy 

Day. Some of Martin Buber’s 

writings. Just a sample. 

Editor: Donald Trump appears to 

have the support of many so called 

‘American Evangelical Christians’, but 

is their support of him more politically 

motivated than it is religious? 

Chomsky: For most it seems to be a 

response to his granting their wishes: 

political role for their churches in 

violation of what had been 

Jeffersonian principles of separation of 

church and state; far-right judges who 

rule in their favour; etc.  There are no 

doubt “true believers,” like Secretary of 

State Mike Pompeo, a fervent 

Evangelical, who declared that God 

may have sent Trump to Earth to 

defend Israel from Iran – this in the 

21st century, in the richest and most 

powerful country in history.  And the 

great many who support Trump’s gifts 

to Israel, paving the way for 

Armageddon, the Second Coming, and 

the dispatch of Jews to eternal 

perdition. 

Editor: Pope Francis has been fairly 

notorious for his left-wing views and 

interest in ‘Liberation Theology’; do 

you think Pope Francis has had a 

positive impact on bringing about 

political and social change? 

Chomsky: I wouldn’t call his 

positions “left-wing,” unless by that 

phrase we mean “generally honourable 

and humane.”  There’s probably been 

some impact.  I wish there were more. 

Editor: ‘New Atheism’ (Dawkins, 

Harris, Hitchens etc.) appears to be 

constructed of ‘neoliberal’ or ‘neo-

conservative’ scholars... do you agree? 

And if so, why might this be? 
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Chomsky: I don’t know much about 

their political views.  That’s certainly 

not true of others, like Lawrence 

Krauss. 

Editor: You have been a keen 

advocate for fighting climate change; 

do you think it is harder to promote 

environmentalism when, in the more 

modern and secular age, our view on 

the world and its natural properties is 

so materialistic, rather than being 

underpinned by a religious or 

transcendental belief? 

Chomsky: The Catholic Church, 
under Francis, has adopted a 
progressive stance on global 
warming.  It’s not generally true of 
those with “religious or 
transcendentalist beliefs,” to my 
knowledge.  In the US at least, 
Evangelicals seem less concerned 
about global warming than non-
evangelicals, according to the few 
scholarly studies I’ve seen.  I doubt 
that one can draw a general 
connection. 
 
Editor: And finally, as a famous 
linguist, are there any links between 
theology and/or religion and 
linguistics that you are particularly 
interested in, or would be keen  to see 
explored in the future? 
 
Chomsky: None that I know of. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Editorial Comment 
 

Everyone here at The Key would 
once again like to thank 

Professor Noam Chomsky for 
taking time out of his extremely 
busy schedule to answer these 
questions. Though it may be a 
short interview, it is extremely 

interesting and gives us an 
insight into the mind of one of 
the greatest academics of our 

time. 
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Was Clement of 

Alexandria ‘correct’ to 
brand Philo of Alexandria 

a Pythagorean? 
 

By Ellen Grace Lesser 

 

Introduction 

In Stromateis 1.72.4, Clement of 
Alexandria speaks of “Philo the 
Pythagorean” (Clement of Alexandria, 
1991, p. 77). In this essay, I wish to 
discuss whether Clement was accurate 
in his branding of Philo of Alexandria 
as a Pythagorean. 

Ultimately, I shall argue that this is not 
an accurate description of Philo for 
several reasons. While Philo did use 
Pythagoreanism in his work, this was 
not the only school of philosophy from 
which Philo drew ideas. He had no 
qualms about using whichever 
philosophical school suited him best at 
any given time, though arguably out of 
all the philosophical schools from 
which he borrowed ideas, Platonism 
influenced him most. 

This, in turn, made Philo seem more 
Pythagorean than he perhaps was, for 
the Pythagorean tradition can be found 
starkly in Platonism. Indeed, by the 
time that Philo was writing, Platonism 
and Pythagoreanism had become 
almost indistinguishable from each 
other. 

Therefore, while there are Pythagorean 
ideas within Philo, he was more a 
Platonist than anything else. The 
Pythagoreanism in his works can be 
traced across several stepping stones: 
from Plato’s friend, Archytas of 
Tarentum, to Plato, to Philo. 

 

Pythagoreanism in Philo 
 

On several occasions, Philo actively 
alludes to the Pythagoreans 
(Ranocchia, 2008, p. 84), and shows 
agreement with them (Philo, 2014b, p. 
155). Yet perhaps the most overt 
reference to Pythagoreanism in Philo’s 
work is his use of mathematics. 
Specifically, Philo places great 
importance on the numbers 4, 6, and 
7. 

Philo describes the number 4 as a 
“perfect number” (Philo, 2014a, p. 3). 
For the importance of the number 6, 
he refers to the number of days of 
Creation in Genesis. Philo says that the 
six-day description of Creation in 
Genesis is not literal but is intended to 
show the perfection of the number 6 
(Philo, 2014b, p. 149). 

Yet, of these three numbers, he has the 
most to say about the number 7. The 
number 7 is an important number in 
the Jewish tradition, but it is also 
important in Pythagoreanism. Philo 
waxes lyrical about the number 7, 
saying that its greatness is 
indescribable (Philo, 2014a, p. 73), it 
has the power to perfect other things 
(Philo, 2014a, p. 83), it is loved by 
everything in Creation (Philo, 2014a, p. 
91), it is the ultimate divider of all 
extant things including heaven itself 
(Philo, 2014a, p. 91), and navigators 
depend on the number 7 as it is the 
number of stars in the Great Bear 
constellation (Philo, 2014a, p. 93). 

This love of the number 7 is a perfect 
example of the mixing of Jewish 
culture and Pythagoreanism in Philo’s 
works. As we find in Aristotle, the 
Pythagoreans likened the number 7 to 
Athena because it could neither 
produce any of the numbers from 1-10 
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nor be produced by any of them 
(Riedweg, 2005, p. 81). 

Philo’s extensive use of and obsession 
with mathematics, and individual 
numbers and their attributes, as well 
as his direct mention of and agreement 
with the Pythagoreans, shows that 
Philo was unperturbed by using 
Pythagorean ideas in his works. Yet 
does this justify Clement deeming him 
a Pythagorean? I argue not, for 
Pythagoreanism is not the only Greek 
philosophical tradition upon which 
Philo draws. 

Philo the “philosophical magpie” 
(Long, 2008, p. 140) 
 

Long notes that Philo did not seem to 
be allied to any one school of 
philosophy (Long, 2008, p. 140). 
Rather, he seemed to appropriate ideas 
from most of the Greek philosophical 
schools in his works. 

One could argue that Philo followed 
the tradition of believing that Greek 
philosophy was initially inspired by 
Moses, and that any ‘good’ Greek 
philosophy was first expounded by 
Moses (Goodenough, 1962, p. 75). 
Indeed, Philo himself writes: “Moses … 
had attained the very summit of 
philosophy, and … he had been 
divinely instructed” (Philo, 2014a, p. 
9). It could be ascertained from this 
that Philo did not mind using those 
parts of Greek philosophy which suited 
him, for he could say that those parts 
were originally from Moses and were 
therefore proper Jewish ideas. 

Yet ultimately it does not matter why 
Philo chose to cherry-pick from several 
different schools of philosophy. 
Rather, for the purposes of this paper, 
it only matters that he did. 

When arguing for the eternity of the 
world, saying that the world was not 
created nor would it ever perish 

(Goodenough, 1962, p. 49), Philo 
quotes Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics 
(Goodenough, 1962, p. 50). When 
discussing Creation, Philo uses both 
Platonism and Neopythagoreanism to 
argue his case (Goodenough, 1962, p. 
106). Colson and Whitaker also note 
that Philo draws “from nearly all the 
schools” of Greek philosophy in his 
works (Colson & Whitaker, 2014, p. 
xvii). 

Thus, Philo does not only display use 
of Pythagoreanism and 
Neopythagoreanism, but draws from 
several, if not most, schools of Greek 
philosophy. 

Yet, arguably, and as I shall discuss 
below, if Philo had any true allegiance 
to any of the schools of philosophy, 
that school would be Platonism. Yet if 
Philo could be described as a Platonist 
or a Neoplatonist, then why would 
Clement deem him to be a 
Pythagorean? The answer, I believe, 
can be found in Plato’s works. 

Plato the Pythagorean 
 

As Philo used mathematics and 
number speculation in his works, so 
did Plato. The most ‘Pythagorean’ text 
of Plato’s was, arguably, the Timaeus, 
which, in turn, was arguably the most 
influential of Plato’s works on Philo, 
for the Timaeus coloured much of 
Philo’s views on Creation. 

The Timaeus utilises Pythagorean 
ideas about the “mathematical 
proportions in the cosmos” (De Vogel, 
1966, p. 16); Robinson and Groves 
describe Plato’s argument in this text 
thus: “If human beings are ever to 
reach a profound understanding of the 
universe, then the mathematical and 
reductionist approach still seems the 
best way of getting there” (Robinson & 
Groves, 2010, p. 145). 
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Indeed, the lines between 
Pythagoreanism and Platonism 
became exponentially blurrier until, by 
the time Philo was writing, they were 
almost indistinguishable from each 
other. As Goodenough argues: 

“The elaborate use of 
Pythagorean number in the 
Timaeus suggests that such 
number speculation as Philo 
presents was by no means 
foreign to Plato’s own thinking. 
The difficulty is that when we 
compare Philo with the Neo-
Pythagorean fragments we are 
without any criterion to 
determine how much of what 
resembles Platonism in them 
has been brought into 
Pythagorean tradition from 
Plato’s teaching, and how much 
of it is genuinely early 
Pythagoreanism which Plato 
knew and was himself 
elaborating.” (Goodenough, 
1962, p. 111) 

This mixing of traditions would have 
influenced Philo, as Bonazzi notes. 
Bonazzi points out that, in Philo’s time, 
Platonists were warring over which 
interpretation of Plato was the most 
accurate and therefore is the 
interpretation which should be 
followed (Bonazzi, 2008, p. 233). One 
of these interpretations was a 
Pythagorean one (Bonazzi, 2008, p. 
233), which, Bonazzi argues, was 
particularly popular in Alexandria at 
the time Philo was writing (Bonazzi, 
2008, p. 236). 

Indeed, Plato is our best source for the 
thoughts of Pythagoras (Riedweg, 
2005, p. ix), and several Platonic 
students, including Aristotle, wrote 
that Plato had been greatly influenced 
by Pythagorean philosophy (Riedweg, 
2005, p. 118). Numenius even went so 
far as to brand both Socrates and Plato 

as secret Pythagoreans (Riedweg, 
2005, p. 126). 

Granted, the extent to which Plato 
could be called a Pythagorean is as 
dubious as the extent to which Philo 
could be called a Pythagorean, yet 
Plato was directly influenced by 
Pythagoras in a way that Philo was not. 
Where Philo merely cherry-picked 
from the different philosophical 
schools, Plato knowingly incorporated 
Pythagorean philosophy to the point 
where Platonism and Pythagoreanism 
became virtually indistinguishable. 
This can be seen more starkly when 
one considers the possibility that the 
historical Pythagoras did not exist. 

The falsity of the historical 
Pythagoras 
 

We have very little contemporary 
information about Pythagoras. While 
from later writings, we can piece 
together an incredibly detailed account 
of his life, we have no writings from 
the man himself, nor do we have any 
writings from his contemporaries 
about him (Huffman, 2014). Indeed, 
an extensive amount of the 
information that we have about 
Pythagoras came from Aristotle 
(Riedweg, 2005, p. 77). 

I would argue that the historical 
Pythagoras did not exist, and that the 
tradition was the work of several 
people who were all ‘joined’ together 
by later writers and attributed to the 
fictional Pythagoras. The extensive 
detailing of his life is merely a red 
herring, and an attempt to give 
legitimacy to the tradition by drawing 
that tradition back to one person who 
lived long enough beforehand that his 
reality could not easily be checked. 

Yet if it is the case that Pythagoras 
never existed, whence did the 
Pythagoreanism in Plato come? I 
would argue that the culprit behind 
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Plato’s Pythagoreanism is none other 
than Archytas of Tarentum. 

In Plato’s earlier dialogues, there is 
little influence from Pythagoreanism. 
That all seems to change, however 
(Philip, 1966, p. 10), after Plato visits 
Sicily (Robinson & Groves, 2010, p. 9). 
It is here that Plato meets Archytas, an 
important Pythagorean figure 
(Huffman, 2014) with whom Plato 
became good friends. The Timaeus was 
written after this fateful meeting, and 
the Pythagorean influence which 
Archytas had upon Plato suddenly 
becomes evident. Indeed, the character 
of Timaeus himself is said to have 
come from southern Italy, and 
therefore could be intended to be an 
homage to Archytas himself (Riedweg, 
2005, p. 117). 

Thus, I would argue, that 
Pythagoreanism has travelled through 
a tradition which was attributed to a 
fictional man to Plato through 
Archytas. Yet none of this is relevant to 
our question if Philo was not 
influenced by Plato in a meaningful 
way. 

Philo the Platonist 
 

Philo seems to naturally weave 
Platonism into his works, especially 
ideas from the Timaeus. Indeed, as 
Guthrie notes, Philo’s use of Plato is so 
fluent and ingrained that he “appear[s] 
unconscious of the source” (Guthrie, 
1909, p. 15). The Timaeus seems to 
have directly influenced Philo’s 
cosmology, even though he does not 
refer to the text by name when 
outlining his ideas of the heavens 
(Koskenniemi, 2014, p. 123). Indeed, 
the Timaeus was an important text for 
Alexandrite Jews, who preferred 
Platonism to other philosophical 
schools (Bigg, 1913, p. 29). 

The Theory of Ideas also makes an 
appearance, being, as Colson and 
Whitaker note, “an essential part of 
Philo’s cosmology” (Colson & 
Whitaker, 2014, p. xviii). Furthermore, 
Plato also influenced Philo to think 
that the soul is in some way trapped by 
the body and that to achieve true 
freedom one must disown the material 
and physical (Colson & Whitaker, 
2014, p. xviii). 

Plato’s ideas of the One can also be 
found in Philo’s works, equated with 
Philo’s idea of God (Goodenough, 
1962, pp. 98, 110). Guthrie notes that 
Philo understands God as being almost 
identical with the Platonic Idea of the 
Good (Guthrie, 1909, p. 26). Philo even 
likens God to the Sun, where Plato 
likens the Good to the Sun (Wolfson, 
1968a, p. 202). 

We can therefore see that Philo was 
not only liberal in his use of Plato but 
was also effortless in this as well. If 
Philo was a member of any 
philosophical school, that school would 
have been Platonism or Neoplatonism, 
and not Pythagoreanism. 

Conclusion 
 

Thus, Clement was not ‘correct’ or 
accurate in his branding of Philo as a 
Pythagorean, but that is not because 
Philo did not use Pythagorean ideas. 
The extent to which he was actively, 
intentionally, and consciously using 
Pythagorean ideas was, however, 
limited. Philo directly used ideas from 
Neopythagoreanism, but this does not 
make him a Pythagorean because his 
use of Neopythagoreanism was an 
example of his cherry-picking ideas 
from nearly every school of Greek 
philosophy. Where his ideas take on a 
more traditionally Pythagorean 
flavour, this is due to his affinity for 
Plato. Plato could conceivably be called 
a Pythagorean, especially after his 
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meeting Archytas of Tarentum. As 
Philo was a Platonist, his writings no 
doubt took on a Pythagorean flavour, 
but if Philo could be called anything, 
he would be a Platonist and not a 
Pythagorean. 
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Identity at Qumran 

The Damascus 
Document and the self-

understanding of the 
Dead Sea Scrolls 

community 

By Chrissie Thwaites 

 

The Damascus Document (abbreviated 
to CD) is a text from the Dead Sea 
Scrolls (DSS) which acquired its name 
from its repeated references to דמשק 
(Damascus). The geographical identity 
of Damascus is unclear, since multiple 
fragments of CD were found, together 
with further scrolls and archaeological 
evidence of group habitation, in caves 
near a site known as Qumran, close to 
the Dead Sea i.e. not in or particularly 
near to Damascus. In this paper I 
intend to identify the location of 
Damascus as the dwelling place of the 
community who kept the DSS, and 
show that this reveals facets of the 
community’s self-identity. I will 
hereafter refer to this community as 
the Dead Sea Scrolls Community 
(DSSC); due to the limits of this study I 
will not address the possible identity of 
this community as the Essenes. 

      I have observed three 
understandings of דמשק ארץ  land of‘ ,מ
Damascus’, in scholarship. First, some 
scholars opt for a literal interpretation: 
Damascus simply refers to Damascus. 
Among these is North, with his 
suggestion that the Qumran area was 
geographically inside the land of 
Damascus (his paper is inaccessible 
but is noted by de Vaux, 1973: 114). 
Similarly Iwry suggested that 
Damascus could be taken literally 
(again, inaccessible but noted by 
Abegg, 1997: 114). Second, there is a 
figurative interpretation: Damascus 
refers to Qumran. Scholars tending 

towards this view include Knibb (in the 
1980s; see his discussion on his 
changing views in 2009: 9-10) and W. 
D. Davies (1974: 100).  Finally, there is 
a symbolic interpretation: Damascus 
refers to Babylon, and is symbolic in 
the sense that it pertains to a symbol – 
the Babylonian exile. Adherents 
include Murphy-O’Connor (1985: 225), 
P. Davies (1982: 203) and Abegg, 
though less confidently then the 
previous two (1997: 115). 

      In contrast to the literal, figurative 
and symbolic interpretations, I would 
suggest another is more appropriate: 
allegorical, revealing a hidden meaning 
(the identity of the DSSC). 
Understanding Damascus as symbolic 
of exile, and exile as taking place in 
Qumran, this allegorical interpretation 
combines the existing figurative 
(Qumran) and symbolic (Babylon) 
views.  

An allegorical interpretation: 

Damascus as exile, exile as 

Qumran 

      The repeated references to 

Damascus in CD often occur alongside 

references to a covenant, and ישראל שבי  

(‘converts of Israel’) who go out from 

 :(’the ‘land of Judah) מארצ יהו

But God remembered the 

Covenant with the forefathers … 

The Well is the Law, and those 

who dug it were the converts of 

Israel who went out of the land 

of Judah to sojourn in the land 

of Damascus. (CD 6: 2-5) 

[Those brought into the 

Covenant] shall keep the 

Sabbath day according to its 

exact interpretation, and the 

feasts and the Day of Fasting 

according to the finding of the 
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members of the New Covenant 

in the land of Damascus. (CD 6: 

18-19) 

as God said, I will exile the 

tabernacle of your king and the 

bases of your statues from my 

tent to Damascus (Amos V, 26-

7) …  The star is the Interpreter 

of the Law who shall come to 

Damascus (CD 7: 14-19) 

None of the men who enter the 

New Covenant in the land of 

Damascus and who again betray 

it and depart from the fountain 

of living waters, shall be reckon 

with the Council of the people 

(CD 19: 33-34) 

For they have spoken wrongly 

against the precepts of 

righteousness, and have 

despised the Covenant and the 

Pact – the New Covenant – 

which they made in the land of 

Damascus (CD 20: 11-12) 

      The most interesting passage for 

the purposes of this study is CD 7: 14-

19. The quotation from Amos 5 in this 

extract gives a biblical foundation to 

‘Damascus’. Since this passage in CD 7 

describes a future event of a sectarian 

nature (the arrival of someone with 

divinely given knowledge regarding the 

Law), it is likely that Damascus refers 

to the location of the DSSC, a sectarian 

community.  

      Amos 5 is a lament for the sins of 

the house of Israel. The chapter 

concludes with a prophesy of the 

destruction of the northern kingdom of 

Israel by the Neo-Assyrians – in Amos 

5:27 God says to the house of Israel “I 

will take you into exile beyond 

Damascus”. Damascus lies north of 

Israel and on route to Mesopotamia 

from Samaria, a journey which avoids 

the desert to the East and which would 

have been made by those forcibly 

resettled from the kingdoms of Israel 

and Judah under the Neo-Assyrians in 

722 BCE and Neo-Babylonians in 587 

BCE. ‘Beyond Damascus’ therefore 

becomes a motif for exile. Indeed it 

suggests “somewhere north-east of 

Samaria/Jerusalem, appropriate to 

both an Assyrian and a Babylonian 

deportation” (Dines, 2007: 586). 

      This reading is supported by 

another text from a similar time 

period: Acts in the New Testament. In 

Acts 7:43, Stephen quotes Amos 5:26-

27, the verse also quoted in CD 7, but 

with an important alteration of verse 

27: “so I will remove you beyond 

Babylon”. Stephen’s replacement of 

‘Damascus’ with ‘Babylon’ indicates an 

exegetical trend of reading Damascus, 

particularly in the Amos passage, as 

code for exile in the intertestamental 

period. It is possible that the Assyrian 

exile (the focus of the Amos prophecy) 

and Babylonian exile have been 

conflated here; the use of ‘Babylon’ 

summarises, and makes more explicit, 

Israel’s overall exilic history and 

experiences from a post-Assyrian 

context. Hence Spencer: “Luke 

changes Amos’ original destination 

from “beyond Damascus” to “beyond 

Babylon”, thereby evoking memory of 

the temple’s destruction and the 

Babylonian exile” (2008: 76).  

     It seems that the author of CD used 

‘Damascus’ as shorthand for exile. This 

raises the following questions: What 

exactly is this exile? Is it a reference to 
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the Babylonian exile, the most recent 

and significant forcible resettlement 

for the Jewish people, from the 

perspective of the DSSC? Or something 

else? Why did it take place? And why 

are those who occupy this place of exile 

described as the ‘converts of Israel’ 

(CD 6:2-5)? 

The use of ישראל שבי  in CD 8:16 

specifically can enlighten us. Vermes 

renders CD 8:16-18: 

thus it shall be with the converts 

of Israel who depart from the 

way of the people. Because God 

loved the first (men) who 

testified in His favour, so will 

He love those who come after 

them, for the Covenant of the 

fathers is theirs. But He hated 

the builders of the wall and His 

anger was kindled 

                                                                                                                                                 

(2011: 136)  

      Here we see that ישראל שבי  have 

inherited the fathers’ covenant, and 

receive God’s love as the forefathers 

did. This stands in contrast to God’s 

hatred for the builders of the wall, and 

the anger roused against them. 

References to a covenant occur 

frequently in CD – see, for example, 

the five passages quoted above. It 

seems likely that ישראל שבי , ‘converts of 

Israel’, refers to the DSSC, given the 

positive way in which they are 

described and the sectarian nature of 

the community amongst whom this 

document lived: these converts are the 

recipients of God’s favour and 

represent a faithful remnant standing 

in opposition to a divinely hated group. 

      In CD 8:16, ישראל שבי  is followed by 

the phrase ‘who depart from the way of 

the people’ (or ‘turned aside from the 

path of the people’). This could be an 

alternative restatement of department 

from Judah (CD 4.2) and of and of 

going “out of the land of Judah to 

sojourn in the land of Damascus” (CD 

6:5. If departing from Judah is 

equivalent to departing from the ‘way 

of the people’, this could indicate that 

the emphasis of such parting is not 

merely physical but based on 

fundamental differences in conduct. Of 

course, this move from ‘Judah’ to 

‘Damascus’ clearly involved a physical 

migration, but in light of CD 8:16, I 

would argue that those who do the 

departing in CD 6:5 and 4:3, the שבי 

 are best understood as turning ,ישראל

from a way of life, rather than being 

forcibly resettled (as would be 

suggested by a translation ‘captivity’, 

following Murphy-O’Connor). Physical 

departure from the land seems 

significant because it also encompasses 

a departure from the way of life that 

Judah symbolizes. שבי is therefore best 

understood from the root שוב, 

encompassing the idea of a group of 

Jews who turned aside from a way of 

life. 

The possibility of Babylonian 

origin 

      Such an emphasis on exile could 

support the possibility that the DSSC 

originated in Babylon, the location of 

the resettled Jews during the 

Babylonian exile. This argument has 

been most notably presented by 

Murphy-O’Connor, but has clear 

deficiencies that mean we must seek 



15 
 

out an explanation for CD’s exilic 

emphasis. 

      In short, Murphy-O’Connor argues 

for a symbolic interpretation: 

‘Damascus’ refers to Babylon, where 

the DSSC formed during the 

Babylonian exile and stayed until 

eventually migrating back to ‘Judah’ 

(1970; 1974; 1985). He presents eight 

arguments for this idea. Two 

prominent themes emerge from these: 

(1) Near Eastern, particularly Iranian 

and Assyro-Babylonian, influence in 

the DSS, and (2) the idea that CD was 

“designed for a community living in a 

Gentile environment” (1985: 228). 

Both hold little weight under scrutiny.  

      On (1), Murphy-O’Connor argues 

that foreign ideas must have been 

assumed during the Babylonian exile, 

such as interest in divination and 

astrology and the presence of “Iranian 

themes” (1985: 228) – for example, 

dualistic ideas of good and evil. Yet 

none of these are unique to the DSS 

and appear in other Jewish writings of 

a similar period. The dualism found in 

the War Scroll (from the DSS) is also 

reflected in Jubilees, 1 Enoch, the 

Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs 

and the Ascension of Isaiah (Dimant, 

1984: 534). From this evidence Dimant 

argues that it is “historically plausible 

to assume direct contact of the Jews 

with the Persians during the 

Babylonian exile and the Persian rule” 

(1984: 547). Evidence of these foreign 

ideas in the DSS are, therefore, simply 

evidence of a wider phenomenon – 

that large numbers of Jews came into 

contact with, and ultimately inherited, 

concepts during the exile. Such 

concepts would have already existed in 

Jewish thinking when the DSSC was 

formed. Hence Knibb’s remark that we 

“should not be surprised” to find 

“knowledge of Babylonian traditions 

amongst Jews in Palestine” (2009: 

218). 

      Meanwhile, (2) is also 

unconvincing. Though CD 12: 6-11 

presents laws on dealing with gentiles, 

in the same column the author 

prohibits acts which “defile the city of 

the Sanctuary” (CD 12: 1). Elsewhere 

CD gives instruction on offering 

sacrifices in the temple (CD 11: 17). 

Both imply a level of proximity to the 

Jerusalem temple unattainable for a 

community living in Babylon amongst 

gentiles. Again, I follow Knibb, who 

argues that these passages are “more 

naturally understood on the 

presupposition that Jerusalem and the 

temple were easily accessible” (2009: 

220). The temple is much more 

accessible from Jerusalem or Qumran 

than from Babylon. Indeed, we have 

already seen that a group of people, 

likely the DSSC themselves, departed 

from Judah (CD 4:3, 6:5) – perhaps 

verses in CD that suggest temple 

proximity are best understood in this 

Judean context.  

Symbols of exile and community 

identity 

      Rather than pointing to Babylonian 

origin of the DSSC, the exilic emphasis 

in CD is best understood as evidence of 

the community’s comprehension of 

their own experience in light of the 

Babylonian exile and its theological 

connotations. 

      This perception of self-identity 

arises from a provoked (and to some 
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extent, imposed) exile on the DSSC. 

The resulting distress from this 

catalysed a construction of a clear 

communal identity which accounted 

for its own suffering by giving it a 

significant role in the narrative of 

God’s plan for human history – as a 

continuation of the Babylonian exile, a 

remnant that God preserved and 

through whom there will be 

restoration. Here I refer to Smith-

Christopher, who has demonstrated 

that trauma can lead to the 

development of community identity 

and self-preservation. 

      Smith-Christopher understands the 

Babylonian exile as a traumatic 

experience (1997: 14-30) and notes 

that it consisted of a “military defeat 

and mass deportation of Judeans to a 

foreign environment” (1991: 75). This 

provides a context for behavioural 

patterns reflected in post-exilic 

literature such as Ezra and Nehemiah 

(1997: 36; 2001: 310). Using socio-

psychological and anthropological 

work on the sociology of refugee 

behaviour and disaster survival, 

Smith-Christopher argues that “the 

ability of a group to reconstruct its 

identity is essential to survival in a 

foreign cultural environment” (Smith, 

1991: 84). This leads to attempts to 

maintain community identity, culture 

and faith. An example of this is the 

mixed marriage crisis of Ezra-

Nehemiah (Ezra 9:1-15; Nehemiah 

13:23-31), an effort to maintain the 

purity of exile returnees, described as 

the “holy seed” (Ezra 9:2).  

      Scrolls from the Qumran library 

suggest that the exile of the DSSC was 

not a peaceful withdrawal, but a 

necessary course of action given their 

views on the people of Judah’s 

(un)faithfulness to God, and the 

conflict this caused. Consider, for 

example, the Pesher on Habakkuk, 

which notes how the “Wicked Priest 

pursued the Teacher of Righteousness 

to the house of his exile that he might 

confuse him with his venomous fury” 

(1QpHab 11:5) – the Teacher of 

Righteousness was clearly not welcome 

in the place he was exiled from. The 

DSSC thus dealt with the necessary 

removal of themselves from the 

Jerusalem Temple and the 

surrounding environment (or, 

perhaps, their ancestors), by 

formulating a newly distinct 

communal life based around self-

preservation. Commandments 

intended for the members of the DSSC 

which ensure God’s continued favour 

demonstrate this concern with self-

preservation (for how can their 

existence be preserved if they act 

wickedly against God?). For example, 

CD 7:3-6 states, “They shall keep apart 

from every uncleanness according to 

the statues relating to each one, and no 

man shall defile his holy spirit since 

God has set them apart. For all who 

walk in these (precepts) in perfect 

holiness, according to all the teaching 

of God, the Covenant of God shall be 

an assurance that they shall live for 

thousands of generations”. 

      The emphasis on exile in the DSS 

can therefore be understood as a type 

of self-preservation that resulted from 

communal distress, and reveals facets 

of the DSSC’s self-identity. Biblical 

passages and previous communal 

Jewish experiences are reinterpreted 

to formulate a theology of exile that 
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concords with the group’s own trauma. 

The use of the term ‘land of Damascus’ 

in CD therefore reflects an 

understanding of the DSSC’s existence 

as a continuation of the Babylonian 

exile. In this understanding, the DSSC 

constitute an elected, devoted and 

righteous sect who are blessed with 

hidden knowledge, and from whom 

God’s divine plan and new 

eschatological world will emerge. 

Indeed, Uemera has noted how a land 

“can be defined by a phrase that places 

it in connection with a person or 

group” (2012: 18); by understanding 

their land as ‘Damascus’, the author of 

CD connects the DSSC with the exile 

and articulates the role of the DSSC in 

continuing this exile as God’s faithful 

remnant. CD corroborates this 

interpretation of the DSSC’s self-

identity elsewhere in the document: 

“But with the remnant which held fast 

to the commandments of God He 

made His Covenant with Israel for 

ever, revealing to them the hidden 

things in which all Israel had gone 

astray” (CD 12-14).  

      Additionally, the writer’s use of ארץ, 

‘land’, in describing Damascus (e.g. 

דמשק בארץ , CD 6:5) is significant. The 

term ארץ is often used of Judah in 

reference to the biblical Land-promise 

and concurrent understanding of 

Judah as God’s land, with a long 

history of being home to God’s temple 

and people (see Uemura, 2012: 20). 

The application of ארץ to Damascus, 

the new home of the exiled DSSC, 

therefore suggests that this location is 

theologically important – and perhaps 

indicates that it is God’s new dwelling 

place.  

      A final challenge to the 

interpretation of Damascus as the 

location of the DSSC is this: if 

Damascus refers to another location, 

why does Judah refer to Judah? This 

seems inconsistent; if we identify 

Damascus with Qumran, surely we 

must also give Judah a symbolic value 

(Murphy-O’Connor, 1974: 220; cf. 

Knibb, 2009:224-5). In reality, this 

apparent contradiction is 

inconsequential. It is unlikely that the 

DSSC, or simply the writer of CD, 

compiled an organised collection of 

toponyms and systematically employed 

these in their writings. The word 

choices seem to be based on the 

probability that their intended 

connotations are immediately 

recognisable to a contemporaneous 

audience – i.e., language choices were 

based on what words carried meaning 

within that culture. Indeed, Knibb 

concedes that despite this potential 

contradiction in terms, it may be 

legitimate to think of ‘land of Judah’ as 

being used “in an imprecise way to 

refer to Jerusalem and its immediate 

environs” (2009: 224). Both terms are, 

of course, being used symbolically – 

Judah for its people, and their corrupt 

way of life, and Damascus for exile and 

thus the home of the DSSC – just to 

different extents.  

     We have seen that Damascus 

symbolises exile, as demonstrated 

through the use of Amos 5 in CD 7, and 

that CD applies this symbolism to the 

location of the DSSC. The application 

and understanding of the phrase ‘land 

of Damascus’ evidences the 

significance of exile to the DSSC, and 

forms a key part of their group identity 
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and shared experience of provoked 

exile. 
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Is The Incarnation Based 
upon Outmoded 
Metaphysics? An 
Ontological and 

Lacanian Critique of the 
Doctrine of Incarnation 

By M.S. Foyle-York  

Introduction 

If we are to accept the orthodox 

Christian view of the incarnation, that 

is namely the one accepted by the 

Council of Chalcedon, we must hold 

that ‘Christ is a single person in two 

natures. The Divinity and humanity… 

are reconciled in the unity of one 

person’1. I wish to argue that even this 

very basic conclusion of Chalcedon is 

“outmoded metaphysics”, for it fails to 

tackle the problem that ‘the co-

existence of two dimensions, realist 

and transcendental,… cannot be united 

in the same global ontological edifice’2. 

By this, I mean that there is a 

fundamental metaphysical and 

ontological contradiction in Christ 

being one person but having two 

natures (a Divine and human one), 

that consists of a failure to reconcile 

our subjective human reality with the 

transcendental elements of the 

doctrine of incarnation. Thus, 

Christian theology would serve better 

without the doctrine of incarnation, for 

it fails to offer us a persuasive, or 

accurate, account of Christ’s nature.  

 
1 Vladimir Lossky, Dogmatic Theology; 
Creation, God’s Image in Man, and the 
Redeeming Work of the Trinity, trans. A.P. 
Gythiel, New York, St. Vladimir’s Seminary 
Press, 2017, p.111.  

In order to demonstrate this, I shall 

separate my argument into two 

sections. Firstly, I shall argue that, 

under the current model of 

incarnation, Christ transcends the 

material, realist world, and as a result 

is not one with humanity as the 

current metaphysics of the incarnation 

claim He is3. In order to demonstrate 

this, I shall argue that even Christ’s 

supposedly shared human nature 

transcends the realm of human reality, 

for even the recognition of the gap 

between ‘I’ and ‘you’ is a transcendent, 

which fails to connect our own 

subjective realities to the realities of 

those we are addressing or 

acknowledging (in this case, Christ).   

Secondly, using a Lacanian model of 

philosophy and psychoanalysis of 

language, I shall argue that the current 

model of incarnation fails in creating a 

model which can even be fully 

expressed using human language. I 

will argue that our ‘signifiers’ (which, 

in this case, are words), could never 

fully represent or incorporate the 

‘signified’ (the nature of the incarnate 

Christ), for language always falls short 

of expressing the fundamental reality, 

or even images/thoughts/concepts 

(etc.) within our mind. 

 

1: The Transcendental Christ 

In the introduction to this essay, I 

stated that there is an incompatibility 

between the transcendental and the 

2 Slavoj Zizek, Sex and the Failed Absolute, 
London, Bloomsbury, 2019, p.17. 
3 See Oliver D. Crisp, Divinity and Humanity, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2007, 
p58. 
 



20 
 

realist that cannot be unionised within 

a ‘global ontological edifice’ (to use 

Slavoj Zizek’s term once more).  

However, in relation to Christ’s human 

nature, I do not wish to argue that the 

tension between the transcendental 

and the realist is one of conflicting, 

extrinsic metaphysical differences, but 

rather a more intrinsic ontological and 

metaphysical conflict between the 

individual (which is our own reality) 

and the other (the experience of the 

other being the transcendental).  

Precisely what constitutes a ‘human 

nature’ is most certainly up for debate; 

I, however, wish to support the 

argument made by some philosophers 

and theologians, such as Thomas 

Morris4 that – for sake of argument – 

it is not necessarily important that we 

know what distinguishes something as 

part of human nature. I wish to argue 

that, whatever Christ’s human nature 

might be (by which I mean whatever 

His human nature may consists of) we 

– as humans – are able to have a 

relationship with it through self-

identification and sense of otherness:  

   A person is, for us, someone 

and not just a something. 

Persons are able to reply to the 

question “why?” asked of their 

state, their beliefs, their 

intentions… This means that, 

while we often endeavour to 

explain people in the way we 

explain other objects in our 

environment – in terms of cause 

and effect, laws of motion and 

physical makeup – we also have 

 
4 See e.g. Thomas V. Morris, The Logic of God 
Incarnate, New York, Wipf & Stock Publishers, 
1986, p.64. 

another kind of access to their 

past and future conduct. In 

addition to explaining their 

behaviour, we seek to 

understand it; and the contrast 

between explaining and 

understanding is pertinent to 

our whole way of describing 

persons5 

When we ponder Christ’s nature, and 

particularly his human nature, we 

enter into relationship with it: we are 

attempting to understand him, in the 

exact same sense we seek to 

understand one another during 

conversation. Here, in the context of 

discovering Christ’s true (human) 

nature, we hit two very distinct 

barriers: firstly, we ourselves are 

limited to our own self-consciousness. 

In trying to understand – or discover – 

the nature of somebody else (in this 

case Christ), we enter into the realm of 

the transcendental, for our 

understanding of other – our 

acknowledgment of their own self-

consciousness – transcends the 

limitations of our own self-

consciousness.  And thus, secondly, we 

can only experience our own human 

nature, and merely acknowledge the 

nature of other humans through their 

expression and identification  as an ‘I’. 

And thus, we can never know with 

absolute certainty the human nature of 

Christ, for we can only experience our 

own human nature, and the human 

nature of Christ – even if it is the same 

as ours – can only be understood 

through a subjective understanding of 

5 Roger Scruton, The Soul of the World, 
Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2014, 
p.32. 
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him as part human, his own 

recognition as an ‘I’.   

Such a problematic concept was not 

addressed by the early Christians, who 

appeared to just assume that Christ’s 

human nature – whatever that may be 

– was something that could be simply 

shared since we were all humans; a 

manhood that is simply ‘begotten’ by 

God6, as the definition Chalcedon 

would have put it. However, since the 

model of incarnation argues that 

Christ had a human nature so that we 

might come to know divinity through 

hearing, seeing and touching the 

humanity of him7, the problem that we 

may not be able to comprehend one 

another’s nature because of the 

transcendental gap between ‘I’ and 

‘you’ poses major difficulties for the 

model of incarnation. If we cannot 

even understand Christ’s nature/s, 

then how can we share in it as we are 

supposed to?  

However, further developments in 

Christology and general Trinitarian 

theology and philosophy may pose an 

answer to my critique. The point I 

raised above has indeed been 

acknowledged by some; and in 

response it has been argued that the 

Holy Spirit “completes” the Trinity, 

and because the three hypostasis are 

now fully unified, the ‘I-thou’ 

transcendent no longer exists in 

relation to God (and thus Christ), since 

God and Man (through Christ) are no 

longer two separate entities addressing 

 
6 Anglicans Online (website), 2017, 
http://anglicansonline.org/basics/chalcedon.h
tml, (accessed 02/11/19). 
7 Thomas Weinandy, In the Likeness of Sinful 
Flesh, London, Continuum, 2006, p.8.  

each other, but rather one through the 

Trinity and the self-begetting of God8. 

This objection, however, appears to be 

fundamentally flawed if we wish to 

argue the premise of the current 

Christian orthodox Chalcedonian 

model of incarnation, for we are not 

connecting to God through the Son, 

through sharing in His nature, since 

the Holy Spirit works as an almost 

‘middle man’, dictating from a position 

of divinity what we can and cannot 

share in the nature of Christ. This, 

then, appears to make our human 

nature and Christ’s irrelevant, since it 

would ultimately mean that it is not a 

shared human nature that allows us to 

be “saved” by or even connect to Christ 

on a human level, but by a 

‘transcendental’ God, that is ‘not part 

of nature’9, who drip feeds whatever 

He wishes of Himself through the 

incarnation using the Holy Spirit as a 

kind of mediator. 

Thus, I believe the current model of 

incarnation fails to address 

fundamental philosophical and 

theological flaws in regards to 

metaphysics (and more specifically the 

branch of ontology). Since it merely 

assumes that Christ’s human nature is 

something we can connect to, 

something we can share in, purely 

because we too have that same nature. 

In short, in and of itself, the model of 

incarnation fails to build a bridge 

between realism and 

transcendentalism on a personal basis. 

We may be of that same nature, but 

8 See Sergius Bulgakov, The Comforter, trans. 
Boris Jakim, Michigan, William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2004, pp.54-55.  
9 Roger Scruton, The Face of God, London, 
Bloomsbury, 2014, p.18. 
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that does not necessarily mean we can 

experience it or connect to it, for we 

cannot experience the entirety of 

human nature at the same time (or 

even one other person human nature, 

for that matter). Even later 

Christological and Trinitarian 

developments, such as the example 

given above, fail to wholly reconcile 

such objections with the current model 

of the incarnation as set out by the 

Council of Chalcedon.  

2: The Model of Incarnation’s 

Linguistic Failure 

Now that I have addressed the issue of 

the model of incarnation on its failure 

to consider ontological issues of 

transcendence which have since been 

raised since Chalcedon, I shall move 

on to my second argument: the 

linguistic failures of the model of 

incarnation. 

It is important to begin with noting 

that the Christians of Chalcedon did 

indeed acknowledge the metaphysical 

importance of language. We see this 

demonstrated as early as the times in 

which the Gospels were written, with 

the Gospel of John placing great 

emphasis on Christ as the incarnate 

‘Word’ of God10. In times and context 

more relevant to this essay, both those 

who established the model of 

incarnation at Chalcedon, and those 

who adhere to it to this very day, 

acknowledge that Christ was an ‘icon 

of true humanity’11 – a symbol of  

 
10 John 1: 1-4.  
11 V. Brummer, Atonement, Christology and 
the Trinity, Aldershot, Ashgate, 2005, p.90. 
12 See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus, D.F. Pears & B.F. McGuinness 
(trans.), London, Routledge, 2001. 

expressed reality (much like 

language12). 

However, much like in the objection I 

made in the first part of this essay, 

when it came to the problem of 

language, the Chalcedonians failed to 

reconcile the metaphysical 

consequences of the transcendental 

elements of human relations. In 

regards to language, the model of 

incarnation falls short of coherently 

expressing Christ, for it fails to 

acknowledge the mere fact that 

Christ’s nature – or anybody’s nature – 

cannot be coherently or fully expressed 

using human language. My argument 

can be expressed using a Lacanian 

model of language as the prime 

example.  

In order to demonstrate my point, we 

must start at the very beginning, with 

the linguistic theory of Ferdinand de 

Saussure (who greatly influenced 

Lacan’s views on language13). 

According to de Saussure, language is 

fundamentally composed of the 

signifier (or the word) and the 

signified (the thing that word is trying 

to represent)14. For example, a 

material pencil is the ‘signified’, 

whereas the word ‘pencil’ is the 

‘signifier’ of the material pencil.  

Jacques Lacan went a step further and 

built upon this model of language, 

essentially arguing that the signifier 

never fully represents the signified – 

or, in short, we can never express how 

13 Malcom Bowie, Lacan, Massachusetts, 
Harvard University Press, 1993, p.62.  
14 Jonathan Culler, Saussure, Frank Kermode 
(ed.),  Glasgow, William Collins, 1979, p.19.  
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we truly feel or what we are trying to 

describe15. To give a clear – yet 

somewhat trivial – example of what 

Lacan means here, we can conduct a 

small thought experiment. Picture that 

you were describing to a friend a tasty 

bar of Wonka’s Whipple-Scrumptious 

Fudge-Mallow Delight you had eaten. 

Could you ever describe exactly how 

tasty that bar of Whipple-Scrumptious 

Fudge-Mallow Delight was? The 

answer would be no; since the tastiness 

of the Whipple-Scrumptious Fudge-

Mallow Delight cannot be fully 

translated into language (or signifiers). 

Every attempt, no matter how detailed 

or passionate it may be, to impress 

upon your friend the tastiness of the 

Whipple-Scrumptious Fudge-Mallow 

Delight  will always fall short, since it 

is an experience that belongs to your 

subjective self, and can only be 

experienced as you in the moment of 

eating the item itself. 

But precisely what does this mean for 

the model of incarnation? Its 

significance can be demonstrated 

using a linguistic simple sentence of 

one of the model of incarnation’s 

claims: 

Jesus Christ is God and man16 

The above statement is ultimately an 

expression of what Christians (of the 

orthodox kind) would consider to be 

Christ’s nature. With Lacan’s linguistic 

argument in mind, I wish to apply it to 

this Chalcedonian statement. Again, I 

 
15 Dylan Evans, An Introductory Dictionary of 
Lacanian Psychoanalysis, New York, 
Brunner-Routledge, 2003, pp.185-187.  
16 This is somewhat a simplification of a 
linguistic argument from Peter van Inwagen 
“Not by Confusion of Substance, but by Unity 
of Person” in Padgett, A. (ed.) Reason and the 

believe, we run into the problem of 

trying to reconcile the transcendent 

with our own realms of reality. In the 

same way that we would fail to 

describe the tastiness of the chocolate 

bar, would we too not fail in describing 

– with complete accuracy – what we 

mean by words such as ‘Christ’, and 

statements such as ‘is God and man’? 

Whatever we wish to mean by these 

statements, we can never fully express 

them to others in a way that is accurate 

to the concept within our minds. Or, at 

the very least, we cannot express them 

in a way that others will fully 

comprehend in the same way that we 

do.  

Sticking to the linguistic example of 

‘Jesus Christ is God and man’, we can 

find historical evidence of my above 

point concerning the failure of 

language in expressing the nature and 

person of Christ. And furthermore, we 

can find a historical example within 

the records of the Council of 

Chalcedon itself. Despite long and 

often heated debates concerning the 

person and nature of Christ, 

particularly on the issue of Christ in 

relation to the ‘divine Logos’, Nestorius 

is often considered to be simply 

‘misunderstood’ by the Alexandrians17.  

Given that this is an example of 

linguistic failure at the Council of 

Chalcedon itself, it appears clear that 

the limits and failures of linguistic 

expression must be taken into account 

when considering the model of 

Christian Religion: Essays in Honour of 
Richard Swinburne, Oxford, Clarendon, 1994, 
p.220. 
 
17 R.V. Sellers, The Council of Chalcedon: A 
Historical and Doctrinal Survey, London, 
SPCK, 1953, pp.150-151. 



24 
 

incarnation. If we cannot even fully 

express the internally theorised nature 

of Christ, if every linguistic expression 

falls short of accuracy, does that not 

make us all material heretics? But 

more importantly, does it not fail in 

accurately describing the nature of 

Christ, and thus the incarnation? 

Here we may face the objection that 

Christ is the Divine Logos and “image 

of the invisible God”, the perfect 

incarnate Word, and is thus able to 

transcend such linguistical problems 

and deliver to us the perfect ‘Word’ as 

and through Divine revelation18. But 

even if we were to concede this to be 

true, it fails to acknowledge that even 

the records of what Christ has said 

were written down using subjective 

interpretations and language – it is 

interpreted and expressed second hand 

through language (often written), and 

in iteration ‘identity and difference’19 

are implied at the same time, for they 

are open to subjective interpretation of 

the expressed language. So, it would 

seem, that even this objection runs 

into an extremely similar problem: 

regardless of how we view even the 

language of Christ himself and its 

metaphysical implications, it always 

appears to circle back to human 

language (and the metaphysical 

implications of human language).  

Conclusion     

I can only conclude that the current 

model of incarnation should now be 

considered “outmoded metaphysics”, 

 
18 Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An 
Introduction, 6th edn., West Sussex, Wiley 
Blackwell, 2017, p.136. 
19 Manfred Frank, ‘Is Self-Consciousness  a 
presence a soi?’, in David Wood (ed.), Derrida: 

and that Christian theology would be 

better off without it. The current model 

of incarnation fails to address the 

metaphysics of ontology, particularly 

issues of transcendence which have 

arisen since the time of Kant20. If there 

cannot be an absolute reconciliation 

between the transcendent and 

subjective human reality, the model of 

incarnation is void, for it almost 

cancels out the entire notion of God 

the Son among man, and creates an 

almost dualist theology in which the 

incarnation is separate from human 

understanding.  

 Furthermore, the model of 

incarnation (at least in its current 

form) fails to consider the limits of 

linguistic expression. In attempting to 

outwardly to express the theorised, 

discovered nature of Christ (assuming 

it is even accurate), we are ‘condemned 

to the prison-house of language’21, 

failing to accurately describe 

internalised understanding of Christ’s 

nature to the outside world. If Christ 

cannot even have his nature accurately 

described, and thus understood, by 

those he was sent to “save”, it would 

appear to suggest that metaphysically 

Christ is, yet again, of a dualist kind of 

nature (above and beyond the 

understanding and expression of 

humans), or is just as open to 

mistakes, interpretations and 

limitations as we mortals are, 

suggesting that his divine nature is 

either wholly misunderstood or not as 

“divine” as Chalcedon thought it was.  

A Critical Reader, Oxford, Blackwell, 1992, 
p.231 
20 Roger Scruton, The Face of God, p.6. 
21 Tony Myers, Slavoj Zizek, London, 
Routledge, 2003, p.24. 
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In short, by shredding the current 

model of incarnation, Christian 

theology would be much better to 

pursue answers to centuries of 

metaphysical developments in both 

theology and philosophy, and would 

once again be able to reconcile the 

philosophy of the incarnation with the 

most recent developments and 

discoveries in the field of theology and 

philosophy, just as the early Christians 

did with neo-classical philosophy and 

other such schools of philosophy at the 

time of the early ecumenical councils 

(such as Chalcedon)22.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
22 See Dariusz Karlowicz, Socrates and other 
Saints: early Christian Understandings of 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reason and Philosophy, A.S. Rosman (trans.), 
Oregon, Cascade Books, 2017.   
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How have Jewish-
Christian relations 
improved since the 

1960s and what elements 
of tension remain? 

 

By Stephanie Said  

 

Introduction & Context 

The relationship between the Jewish 

and Christian faiths has historically 

been a turbulent one. The reason for 

such tensions are many. A key 

theological disparity between the two 

religions involves the role in which the 

Jews played in Christ’s crucifixion. 

Accusations of deicide were apparent 

amongst the early Church Fathers. 

With the Archbishop of Constantinople, 

Saint John Chrysostom, showcasing 

anti-Semitic rhetoric, declaring that 

“[Jews] did slay Christ” and implying 

that their sufferance’s are 

consequential of this (Chrysostom, 

387).  

Medieval Europe exhibited ominous 

demonstrations of anti-Jewishness, 

exemplified by the widespread canard 

of ‘blood libel’. These mythic tales 

would come into play whenever a 

Christian child – typically a boy – went 

missing. Jews were accused of 

abducting children and drawing their 

blood for the purpose of making wine or 

matzah, for the Hebrew celebration of 

Passover (Domnitch, n.d.).  

One may argue that much of the 

aggression towards the Jews 

culminated during the Holocaust – 

also known as the Shoah – where an 

estimated 6 million Jews were 

murdered (Rosenberg, 2019). With the 

German Nazi party utilising warped 

Christian propaganda to fuel their 

heinous movement. However, since the 

1960s Jewish-Christian relations have 

showcased a significant change, with 

many modern Church leaders 

preaching tolerance and engaging in 

interfaith dialogues. Nevertheless, one 

is still able to explore the remaining 

tensions – often conveyed by 

undertones of supersession and the 

problematic aspects of Christian 

Zionism. 

Nevertheless, when analysing the 

interactions and relations of the 

Abrahamic faiths, one mustn’t entirely 

dismiss the role of Islam. This is 

because the changing dynamics 

between the three have proven to 

influence one another’s relations.  

Nostra Aetate: Declaration on the 

Relation of the Church to Non-

Christian Religions  

The Vatican’s publication of the Nostra 

Aetate, in 1965, marks a significant 

improvement in Jewish-Catholic 

relations. In Pope Paul VI’s statement 

he acknowledges the integral 

relationship between the Jewish people 

and God. The covenant between 

Abraham and YWHW overlaps between 

the two faiths as canon. Hence, “God 

holds the Jews most dear for the sake of 

their Fathers” (VI, 1965). This unites 

the two religions in their Abrahamic 

roots, and remarks that there would not 

have been Christianity without 

Judaism. However, within the 

statement, Christ’s death is attributed 

to the pressing of “the Jewish 

authorities and those who followed 
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their lead”. This reignites historic 

tensions, as the implication of deicide is 

resurfaced (as seen with Saint John 

Chrysostom). Though, the Vatican 

proceeds to clarify that modern Jews 

are not to be grouped with the ancient 

Sadducees of Christ’s time. And thus, 

should not be condemned or blamed for 

such reason. Further dispute between 

the faiths is illustrated in the Vatican’s 

hope that “all peoples will address the 

Lord in a single voice and ‘serve him 

shoulder to shoulder’”. This garners 

disaccord amongst Christianity and 

Judaism as it preaches an explicit 

message of supersession. Some Jews 

may find this insulting in the fact it 

insinuates that their faith deviates from 

the truth. 

Nevertheless, it is evident that the 

Nostra Aetate has proven to better the 

relations more than deteriorate them. It 

has gained a positive Jewish reception, 

even being labelled a “life-saving 

document” (Marans, 2016). This in 

itself portrays just how fatal anti-

Semitic attitudes had proven to be in 

the past. Simultaneously, the document 

has provided optimism for a 

harmonious rapport between 

Christians and Jews. This is proven by 

the positive reaction from the American 

Jewish Committee whom expressed 

that the Vatican’s stance provides hope 

to “purify the climate of relations 

between Christians and Jews 

throughout the world.” (Marans, 2016). 

 

Further Improvements 

Further understanding between Jews 

and Christians was exemplified in the 

US Conference of Catholic Bishops, on 

the matter of evangelising Jews. From 

this, the Catholic Church 

“acknowledges that Jews already dwell 

in a saving covenant with God”. This 

created a pluralistic outlook towards 

the Jews and illustrated respect for 

their Jewish identity. The Bishops also 

emphasised the “distinctive Jewish 

witness”, reinforcing the necessity of 

Judaism for Christian theology. Such 

notion has been backed and biblically 

justified through prophecies of the 

Messiah in the book of Isaiah: “Yet it 

pleased the Lord to bruise Him; He has 

put Him to grief. When You make His 

soul an offering for sin” (Isaiah 53:10). 

In turn, Christians vindicated Jews for 

the death of the Messiah, and were 

offered a theology of atonement 

(Tolstoy, 2005).  

Other positive advancements of the 

Christian-Jewish relationship include 

Cardinal Vincent Nichols and Chief 

Rabbi Mirvis’ joint statement, on 

interfaith relations and the secular 

(Bingham, 2015). Essentially, the two 

leaders discuss how in an increasingly 

secular world, the religious ought to 

band together. This demonstrates 

respect of the common ground which 

they share, which contrasts previous 

fixations on their differences. Such 

ideas were also echoed in the “Dabru 

Emet: A Jewish statement on 

Christians and Christianity”.  The 

statement reaffirms the stark 

similarities of the religions; and the 

conspicuous fact that they “worship the 

same God”. Whilst also maintaining 

their distinct and dignified 

characteristics. Alongside the 

statement is a book detailing Jewish 

and Christian dialogue surrounding 

major theological topics. Ultimately, 
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these developments show how the 

previous horrors of anti-Semitism 

(such as the Holocaust) have beget a 

shared compassion and understanding 

between Christianity and Judaism 

(Tolstoy, 2005).   

 

Muslim-Jewish Relations 

When observing the relationship 

between Jews and Muslims in an 

ancient context, one may recognise 

Islam’s generally ambivalent attitude 

towards the Jews. Following the Hijrah, 

(Muhammad’s migration to Medina 

from Mecca), Quranic verses had 

instructed Muhammad to integrate 

with the Jews and learn from them 

(Surah 10:94). Alternatively, the Qur’an 

also denounces the Jews for distorting 

scripture and veering from the truth of 

Islam (Surah 2:79). Yet, despite this, 

reverence towards to the Jewish people 

prevailed, mostly due to their shared 

title of “People of the Book” (ahl al 

kitab) – highlighting their Abrahamic 

commonalities (Firestone, 2005). In 

fact, Islamic policies towards 

interreligious associations 

demonstrated a general harmony with 

the Jews. Specifically, the Jews were 

perceived as “dhimmi”, meaning “the 

protected”, so long as they paid the 

taxation of “jizya” (Firestone, 2005). 

However, the recent emergence of 

Zionism has definitely marked a 

significant deterioration in the 

relationship between Jews and 

Muslims. For many Jews, the creation 

of the state of Israel would provide a 

haven of spiritual and national security; 

something which they lacked for the 

previous 2,000 years (Kessler, 2011). 

However, such creation displaced 

700,000 Palestinians (Kessler, 2011), 

resulting in vast hostilities between 

Muslims and Jews. By the 1970s the 

opposition between Jews and Muslims 

evolved, with more contentious sidings 

with their own ethnoreligious identities 

(Katz, 2013). The bad blood between 

the two had even seeped into Western 

Europe, with North African-Arab 

labourers facing discrimination in 

France. Evidencing just how deeply the 

contesting of Palestine/Israel  had 

fractured Muslim/Arab and Hebrew 

relations.  

Christian Zionism 

 One may come to understand that the 

rise of Zionism – though tarnishing 

Muslim and Jewish relations – has in 

fact improved that between certain 

Christians and Jews. This being from a 

Christian perception of Zionism, that is. 

The main demographic, in support of 

the Jewish nationalist movement, are 

Messicanically-oriented Evangelical 

Christians (Ariel, 2011), whom possess 

are rather literalist approach to Biblical 

scripture. It is these Christians who 

have championed on the Jewish state 

and its people. Such advocacy of Jewish 

restoration to Israel came into 

prevalence in the 19th and 20th century, 

exhibiting positive affirmations 

between the religions.  

Christian Zionists are essentially 

awaiting for the fulfilment of the 

Messianic prophecies, encompassed in 

Christian theology. An example is the 

apocalyptic revelations of John (Ariel, 

2011). Yet, it is within such awaited 

apocalypse where tensions become 

apparent. For instance, Christian 

Zionism has showcased patronising 
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components, as it attempts to inform 

Jews that their true purpose is to fulfil 

Christian doctrine. Such mentality 

creates an unpleasant atmosphere for 

the Jews, as they are depicted as a 

stepping stone for Christian salvation. 

 The Evangelical run of events suggest 

that when the Rapture of the Church 

occurs, the Jews will have returned to 

Israel. Then, the Antichrist will reign 

terror over the Jews until they 

eventually turn to a faith in Christ 

(Ariel, 2011). Many Jews find this 

offensive, as it suggests and hopes for 

the end of Judaism.  

What’s more, such Christian 

philoSemitism runs the risk of simply 

acknowledging Judaism as peripheral 

means to understanding Christianity. 

As if the education of the Jewish 

religion is only advantageous for the 

function of revealing the roots of 

Christianity.  Or utilising Judaism as a 

crutch, needed to provide a contrast to 

Christian thinking (Moore, 1995). 

Nevertheless, many Jews in support of 

Zionism find the support from 

Christians to be a positive thing, 

regardless of their understandings and  

eschatological ulterior motives. 

Yet, in regards to pro-Zionism, there 

are Palestinian Christians caught in the 

crossfire. The first intifada (Palestinian 

uprising) resulted in a vast Christian 

emigration from the West Bank area – 

fleeing for asylum – as a result of Israeli 

occupation (Weiner, 2005). This 

ultimately proves that the oppression of 

Palestinians encompasses both the 

Christian and Islamic communities 

whom abide there. It is suggested that 

“The principle reason for the dramatic 

rise in Christian emigration has been 

the continuing occupation and the 

denial of the sovereignty of a 

Palestinian state wherein Christian 

Arabs could feel at home economically, 

politically, culturally and spiritually.” 

(Shavit & Bana, 2001) Therefore, one 

must not ignore the disputes amongst 

the Christians in Palestine and the Jews 

in favour of Zionism.  

However, there are Jews who find 

Christian support of Zionism 

unfavourable. For example, the Ultra-

Orthodox Jews, called  Neturei Karta. 

Reasons for such opposition include the 

fact that the modern state of Israel 

functions as a democracy – which 

contradicts Jewish teachings. In 

accordance to scripture, Judaism is a 

theocratic law, ruled over with a king. 

Thus, the understanding of Jewish 

return to Israel is under the 

circumstance that there would be a 

restoration of kingship of King David 

(Wexelman, 2019). Consequently, the 

interests of this Jewish group are 

marginalised and overlooked. Proving a 

disingenuity in the relationship formed 

with the Christians, creating opposition 

with this particular sect.  

Furthermore, criticisms of Christian 

Zionism arise in the moral evaluation of 

the state of Israel. Many human rights 

abuses have been showcased, with 

United Nations condemning the Israeli 

government in 45 resolutions 

(Wexelman, 2019). Meaning that 

Christian support of Zionism does not 

fully extend a helping hand to all Jews 

and their wishes/wellbeing.  
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Conclusion 

It is clear that the overall relationship 

between Christian and Jewish 

communities have improved vastly in 

the recent decades. Especially within 

the Western world, with lessons being 

learned from the atrocities of the 

Holocaust. This is supported in the 

notion that within Western society 

there is a more politically correct 

climate; where anti-Semitism is openly 

disparaged and shamed. Nevertheless, 

tensions remain and are evident when 

one magnifies the motivations held by 

particular denominations and how they 

can clash with one another. Even in 

shifting the focus towards the East; 

there are still uncertainties regarding 

the peace between the Abrahamic 

faiths. This is especially true in the face 

of the current affairs within 

Israel/Palestine. 
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How did perceptions of 
the body shape social 
existence in ancient 

West Asia? 
The role of female 

genitalia in Ezekiel 16:6-

8 

 
By Jessie Woodhouse 

 

Content Warning: Rape 

 
6 I passed by you, and saw you 

flailing about in your blood. As 

you lay in your blood, I said to 

you, “Live! 7 and grow up like a 

plant of the field.” You grew up 

and became tall and arrived at 

full womanhood; your breasts 

were formed, and your hair had 

grown; yet you were naked and 

bare. 8 I passed by you again 

and looked on you; you were at 

the age for love. I spread the 

edge of my cloak over you, and 

covered your nakedness: I 

pledged myself to you and 

entered into a covenant with 

you, says the Lord God, and you 

became mine. (Ezekiel 16:6-8 

NRSV) 

 

 
Ezekiel was deported to Babylonia in 

597 BCE and called to be a prophet in 

the fifth year of his exile. His role as a 

prophet was to demonstrate that the 

Israelites’ suffering was a means of 

calling them to justice for past sins, and 

as such he extended the marriage 

metaphor used by previous prophets. 

He was thought to be an eccentric 

character, possibly with psychological 

or physiological disorders, which may 

have contributed to the violence of his 

prophecies (Darr 1992: 183). He also 

preached in the period following the 

destruction of the Temple in 586 BCE 

when Jews faced a terrible crisis of 

identity, and his prophecies reflect this 

anguish. This paper will explore ancient 

West Asian attitudes towards the body 

and how they shape social existence 

through an extended commentary on 

Ezekiel 16:6-8. Social existence here 

refers to how an individual functions 

within the community they belong to 

and their social status within that 

community. The narrative in Ezekiel 16 

facilitates an analysis of female social 

existence in ancient Israel through its 

employment of the marriage metaphor 

throughout the chapter, and specifically 

its use of the female body as a metaphor 

for the sin of Jerusalem. This passage 

near the beginning of the chapter sets 

up the metaphor of the marriage 

between Jerusalem and YHWH, 

describing the birth and puberty of a 

female child with explicit focus on her 

genitalia. Ezekiel 16:6-8 demonstrates 

that the shape of an individual’s body 

and specifically their genitalia, as well 

as sex-specific bodily fluids, dictate 

their social existence. 

  
In this passage, blood is a demarcation 

of age, gender, and social existence. 

“Flailing” symbolises disorder and 

chaos; the reader knows from earlier 

verses that traditional birth rituals were 

not carried out for this newborn, 

reflecting the political chaos plaguing 

Jerusalem during the period of exile. 

The image of both the “flailing” 

newborn and the historical “flailing” of 
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the ancient Israelite community 

contrasts with the imperatival 

command to “grow up like a plant”; 

“up” connotes uprightness like a tree, 

perpetuated by the subsequent 

reference to “a plant”, as plants grows 

towards sunlight. The natural imagery 

alludes to ancient Israelite goddess 

iconography, especially as she “became 

tall” and the iconography of Asherah, 

the ancient Israelite goddess often 

associated with YHWH, was a tree 

(Malamud 2016: 3). Deities in Ancient 

West Asia, moreover, were often 

depicted as supersized as a physical 

means of highlighting and justifying 

their power over humans (Williams 

2009: 20). Barton and Muddiman 

(2007: 545) note the West Asian 

tradition of presenting cities as 

goddesses, especially those who were 

consorts of the resident male deity 

which Jerusalem would be if goddess 

worship was indeed absorbed into the 

Hebrew Bible’s monotheism as Hadley 

suggests (1995: 236). The blood the 

infant lies in is her mother’s birth blood 

(cf. v.4), although “your blood” 

referenced in v.6b could be menstrual 

blood as it is aligned with her 

“arriv[ing] at full womanhood”. 

Menstruation and childbirth rendered a 

woman ritually unclean in ancient 

Israel and the verbs “flailing” and “lay”, 

associated with both, reflect this; 

indeed, Biale asserts that “blood stands 

for life”, so menstrual blood is “out of 

place” because it stands for the absence 

of life (2007: 11). The infant’s 

association with the blood of fertility 

(including a reference in v.9 to the 

blood of first sex) “automatically places 

her on the boundaries of society” 

(Shields 1998: 7); the condition of her 

body as female and unclean defines her 

social existence as one of displacement 

despite being out of her control, and the 

natural imagery in v.7 has further 

connotations of the wilderness and the 

otherness associated with it. 

  
V.7 is essentially a description of female 

puberty, with a distinction made 

between her upper and lower sex 

characteristics. “Arrived” presents 

puberty as a journey, suggesting that 

the end-goal of female life is to be 

attractive to “the male gaze” (Exum 

1993: 171); this is perpetuated by the 

second-person pronouns which reveal 

the gaze of YHWH upon this girl. It also 

forces the reader into a voyeuristic 

position. Thus, sexual perpetration is 

committed on two levels, one voluntary 

and one involuntary. Exum comments 

that “women in the biblical narrative 

are male constructs” (ibid.: 170); the 

child in this passage is a fictional 

character constructed by the male 

author, but she is also a construct in the 

sense that YHWH was a creative deity, 

and although he does not explicitly 

create her in this narrative, there is a 

sense that she is being ‘formed’ in 

accordance with what he has ordained 

‘Woman’ to be. This is especially the 

case in the context of her use by Ezekiel 

as a metaphor for Jerusalem, God’s 

chosen people, for whom events were 

thought to unfold in accordance with 

God’s preordained plan. As such, she is 

constructed in accordance with a 

heterosexual male agenda with a 

similar audience in mind and her social 

existence is limited by this. 

  
V.7b describes in more detail the 

development of the girl’s body; some 
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scholars translate “hair” as “pubic hair”, 

but this distinction is not made in the 

NRSV. It is likely that the author was 

referring to all body hair, of which 

pubic hair is a part, and so it is plausible 

that the author had this in mind 

(Shields 1998: 8). The graphic 

description of her breasts and hair are 

“almost pornographic” (Barton and 

Muddiman 2007: 545); it is clear that 

this was written for a male audience, 

especially in light of her description as 

“naked and bare”. “Naked” depicts her 

physical state, whilst “bare” symbolises 

her social placement, or lack thereof, 

resulting from her physical exposure; 

she is exposed because she is not cared 

for, rather than naked in an empowered 

display of her sexuality as ancient West 

Asian goddesses might have been. 

Indeed, Inanna’s vulva is described as 

“wondrous” (Garraway 2018: 88). The 

exposure of this child, however, is a 

violent form of exposure that took place 

against her will; Weems asks what it is 

about the “naked, mangled female body 

that grips the religious imagination” 

(1995: 1) and indeed, it is used 

throughout the prophetic books to 

symbolise the fate of Jerusalem (e.g. 

Hosea 2, Jeremiah 4, 13, Ezekiel 23). 

 
V.8, particularly 8b, is an ideological 

metaphor for the relationship between 

Jerusalem and YHWH, and thus for the 

social existence of women. “The edge of 

my cloak” is a euphemism for male 

genitalia (cf. Ruth 3:4), and the first-

person pronouns used by YHWH imply 

the act is proprietorial. “I pledged 

myself to you and entered into a 

covenant with you” presents the woman 

as a passive object in her fate, 

referencing the concept in ancient West 

Asia that a wife was her husband’s 

property; rape of a married woman was 

a crime against her husband, rather 

than her, because it defiled his 

property. “Entered into a covenant” 

reflects euphemistic language used 

elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible for 

sexual intercourse (Gen. 4:17, 16:4, 2 

Sam. 11:4, Ruth 3:13), highlighting 

sexual undertones to this covenant, an 

unequal contract which rendered more 

power to one party than the other 

(Novak 2005: 31). This is perpetuated 

by the earlier reference to “love” as the 

Hebrew word used here equates more 

directly with sexual desire, retaining 

the focus of the passage on the physical 

body of the girl (Shields 1998: 9). This 

ownership is marked definitively in the 

final phrase of the verse: “you became 

mine”, perpetuating the theme of force 

which runs throughout Ezekiel 16, aptly 

described by Exum as “textual rape” 

(1993: 170). Although Ezekiel 16 is not 

explicitly a rape narrative, it does 

“perpetuate ways of looking at women 

that encourage objectification and 

violence” (ibid.), it presents the female 

body ambivalently and as such places 

its social existence on the outskirts of 

society. 

  
Ezekiel 16:6-8 suggests that bodies in 

the ancient world were inherently 

gendered, but this gendering does not 

translate directly onto 21st century 

Western body and gender constructs, 

not least because of the religious 

attitudes towards such body-associated 

materials as blood underpinning these 

beliefs (Stavrakopoulou 2017: 498). 

Moreover, gendering of human females 

differed from that of divine females. 

Consequently, the ancient female body, 
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both divine and human, is often viewed 

by Western scholarship as ambivalent, 

because modern Euro-centric body 

concepts do not map onto ancient West 

Asian cultural norms. Ancient West 

Asian goddesses provide a reference 

point for the understanding of female 

bodies specifically, distinct from male 

bodies. Both Hackett (1989: 75) and 

Stavrakopoulou (2017: 498) accurately 

suggest that male scholars limit ancient 

goddesses to the categories of fertility 

or mother goddesses by deliberately 

ignoring their multifaceted 

personalities, demonstrating a 

discomfort with the concept of powerful 

women. Worse, Hackett observes a 

tendency to write women out of history 

on the basis that a history of women 

does not exist because they have always 

been the same; “wives, mothers, and 

whores” (1989: 66). This attitude is 

carried over from biblical texts which 

complicate the academic interpretation 

of ancient attitudes towards the female 

body, notably the prophetic texts. The 

marriage metaphor condemning 

Jerusalem as YHWH’s adulterous wife 

is based on the ancient West Asian 

metaphor of capital cities as goddesses, 

the origins of which are obscure 

(Galambush 1992: 20); Ezekiel’s 

addition of the Israelites’ anguish at 

their abandonment by YHWH results in 

an inherently misogynistic narrative. 

This demonstrates an underlying 

attitude towards the female body of 

ownership and domination, especially 

as geographical territories were 

constantly fought for and claimed by 

male rulers in this period. The marriage 

metaphor is one way that goddess 

worship evolved to remain part of 

monotheistic Judaism, along with Lady 

Wisdom narratives such as Proverbs. In 

this passage, YHWH narrates the 

process of wedding Israel, implicitly 

linking the divinised Israel with 

Asherah. Themes of sexual violence 

pepper the prophetic books, 

highlighting the political and cultural 

trauma suffered by the Israelites in this 

period. Ezekiel 16 is one of the most 

body-centric and misogynistic texts in 

the Hebrew Bible. For women in 

ancient West Asia, this was 

fundamentally detrimental and left 

them on the edge of society, often in the 

wilderness, with all the literary 

connotations of such a concept. 
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What Credence can be Given 

to the Idea of Jesus Being 

Married? 

By Joe Allen 

 

Introduction 

Works of popular culture such as Dan 

Brown’s The Da Vinci Code and the 

recent discovery of “The Gospel of 

Jesus’ Wife”23 have played their part in 

making the topic of Jesus’ marital 

status a popular question. There is now 

much scholarship poring over cultural 

and historical considerations, from 

socio-cultural studies of the norms of 

Jesus’ time to analysis of biblical and 

non-canonical texts, all with the aim of 

judging whether we can accept the idea 

of Jesus being married as a truthful 

statement. The aim of this essay is to 

analyse some of this scholarship, 

taking pro-marriage socio-cultural 

norms of Jesus’ time as a starting point 

and arguing that these norms should 

be accepted for Jesus’ particular 

situation unless we have particular 

reason to think otherwise. From this, I 

will argue that though there is some 

non-canonical evidence to support the 

norm that Jesus was married, that this 

is unconvincing and a Western-

conditioned conclusion, compared to 

the myriad other evidence which 

suggests that there was a clear context 

and precedent in which Jesus wouldn’t 

have married. Therefore, I will seek to 

 
23 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/sep/1
9/jesus-christ-really-have-wife 
24 Le Donne, A (2013). The Wife of Jesus. London: 

Oneworld. p151. 

argue that credence cannot be given to 

the idea that Jesus was married.  

 

Socio-Cultural Assumptions and 

Norms  

As a starting point, it makes sense to 

consider the socio-cultural norms of 

Jesus’ time, as these will help us 

understand how people lived and what 

social pressures men may have felt in 

relation to marriage in 1st-century 

Galilee. Le Donne explains that “we 

can arrive at historical facts based on 

what we know of common practice in a 

given culture”.24 He then proceeds to 

present the idea that marriage was 

fundamental and foundational for 

Jesus’ “cultural and religious 

integrity”.25 Indeed, he argues that it 

was ubiquitous and at the heart was 

practised to ensure survival, as to enter 

into marriage was a “path to economic 

integrity”26 and a way of “honouring 

one’s parents”.27 From this, Le Donne 

argues that that we ought to imagine 

that “almost every first-century 

Galilean… was married”28, and this 

would seem a logical conclusion to 

draw. Marriage in Jesus’ time isn’t 

something which has social precedence 

but biblical precedence too. In 

Matthew, Jesus speaks of divorce and 

adultery in relation to marriage.29 That 

Jesus feels compelled to address these 

issues suggests a certain ubiquity of 

these practices in his time. 

Additionally, the presence and 

miracle-working of Jesus at the 

25 Ibid, p151. 
26 Ibid, p151. 
27 Ibid, p151. 
28 Ibid, p151. 
29 Matthew 5:31-32. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/sep/19/jesus-christ-really-have-wife
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/sep/19/jesus-christ-really-have-wife
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=mat+5%3A31-32&version=NRSV
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Wedding at Cana30, turning water into 

wine for the good of the feast can be 

seen as Jesus “confirming the 

goodness of marriage and that 

marriage is an efficacious sign of 

Christ’s presence” (and therefore of 

divine goodness).31 Hence, it can be 

argued that we can give credence to the 

idea that Jesus married. Indeed, 

because of the social and cultural 

norms which prevailed in the society in 

which he lived, it is almost 

unimaginable to think that a man 

wouldn’t have followed these norms. 

To do so would be to betray common 

expectations of civic masculinity, risk 

significant social and economic 

instability and show a lack of respect to 

one’s parents in the process, all of 

which can be seen as self-destructive 

behaviours. Thus, from the social 

norms which were exerted onto men at 

the time, we can reasonably assume 

that Jesus may well have bowed to 

these pressures. As such, we can follow 

the methodology of Le Donne and 

regard this common practice of 

marriage as historical fact in the case 

of Jesus, such is its ubiquity and 

importance.  

 

Jesus as Subverting Civic 

Masculinity  

It could be argued that to draw the 

conclusion that Jesus was married 

purely from socio-cultural norms is 

actually a deeply flawed method. 

Indeed, such an argument completely 

 
30 John 2. 

31 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/ca

techism/p2s2c3a7.htm, 1613.  

ignores the person of Jesus, his aims 

and his approach to life. This isn’t to 

say that the socio-cultural conclusions 

are false. Haddox is persuasive when 

she writes that the civic masculinity 

which ruled Jesus’ time would have 

involved “acting with honour 

(including provision for the family 

line)”32, which leads Le Donne to argue 

that the “eldest son would have 

provided civic stability” and that “he 

would have felt pressure to be a social 

and economic contributor”.33 Indeed, 

Le Donne concludes by saying that the 

idea of a contributor would have 

manifest itself principally in the 

institution of marriage (“civic 

responsibility and marriage fitting 

hand in glove in Jesus’ culture”).34 

However, just because these social 

norms prevailed, this simply doesn’t 

infer that Jesus would have followed 

them and entered into marriage. Le 

Donne hazards conclusions such as 

these in saying that we should regard 

these social and cultural norms as 

historical fact, “unless we have reason 

to think otherwise”.35 However, I 

believe that we have multiple pieces of 

significant and specific evidence to 

refute the sociologically-informed 

conclusion that Jesus was married.  

 

The most obvious reason to refute the 

idea that Jesus followed social norms 

stems from the words of Haddox and 

Le Donne themselves. Their remarks 

and conclusions that living in the 

32 Lawrence, L (2019). Jesus’ Wife? (Lecture Notes 
PDF). THE2031 Encountering the Historical Jesus. 
University of Exeter. 21st October 2019. 
33 Le Donne, p118. 
34 Ibid, p118. 
35 Le Donne, p151. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+2&version=NRSV
http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p2s2c3a7.htm
http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p2s2c3a7.htm
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society of Jesus’ time and place would 

have led to pressure to marry may be 

sociologically accurate. However, in 

presenting this argument they fail to 

comprehend the idea that these 

pressures and responsibilities to fulfil 

the norms of civic masculinity 

wouldn’t apply to someone who 

rejected this way of life in its entirety. 

In other words, you want to follow all 

the rules, but only if you’re playing the 

game. Indeed, in the person of Jesus 

we see someone who constantly 

subverts the concept of civic 

masculinity. Take for instance, Jesus in 

Matthew 10:24-36 where he says: 

 

34 “…I have not come to bring 

peace, but a sword. 35 For I 

have come to set a man against 

his father… 36 …one’s foes will 

be members of one’s own 

household.”36 

 

This sort of attitude to family totally 

subverts the regular norms of civic 

responsibility and masculinity that Le 

Donne and Haddox argue would have 

pressured all men. Additionally, the 

preceding quote in Matthew 8:21-22 is 

very telling, when after a disciple says 

he will follow Jesus but only after he 

has buried his dead father, Jesus says 

“follow me, and let the dead bury their 

own dead”.37 Indeed, nothing of this 

attitude is suggestive of acting with 

honour for the family line. Rather, this 

is a figure who saw the conventional 

ways in which family life conducted 

 
36 Matthew 10:34-36. 

37 Matthew 8:21-22. 

38 Matthew 21:12-17. 

itself as being inferior to his aims and 

ministry.  

 

And still, there is yet more evidence 

which supports the idea that Jesus in 

his life and behaviour lived to subvert 

social and economic norms. For 

example in the Gospels, he turned over 

the trader’s tables in the temple to 

interrupt economic and trading 

norms.38 He healed people on the 

Sabbath in a break with the tradition of 

keeping this day as one of rest.39 

Furthermore, he freely interacted with 

those who would have traditionally 

been seen as social outcasts, such as 

lepers.40 From this, the picture of 

Jesus which begins to emerge is a 

Jesus who was known to subvert usual 

social, economic, and cultural norms. 

To this end, Jesus’ life can be viewed as 

one great social subversion, going 

against the grain and acting in a 

radical and provocative way. 

 

These examples of the attitude which 

Jesus has is reflective of the criticism 

he bears towards conventional social 

and fiscal security. Le Donne draws us 

to the important fact that the Gospels 

indicate to us time and again that he 

subverts typical masculine values.41 

Jesus wasn’t someone who lived with 

the materiality of the present world in 

mind, he was some for whom the 

kingdom to come was at the forefront. 

The eschatological message was at the 

heart of his ministry and preaching, 

you could even go as far as to say that 

39 Mark 3:1-6. 

40 Matthew 8:1-4. 

41 Le Donne, p128. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+3%3A1-6&version=NRSV
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the eschatological message and 

preparation for the coming kingdom 

was the whole reason for his 

incarnation (take for example Hebrews 

where a Son is spoken of having 

ascended to heaven having made 

“purification for sins”).42 To this end, 

blood ties didn’t matter, the household 

didn’t matter, the provision for future 

generations was of no interest to him if 

it didn’t serve the kingdom, which for 

him, was soon to come. This is where 

Le Donne in some of the arguments 

which he gives is completely 

convincing. Indeed, it is through the 

very reason that God came down to 

Earth as God Incarnate that he 

subverts civic masculinity and the 

institution of marriage which stands 

right at the centre of this masculinity. I 

would argue that the state he saw the 

world in, the need for repentance and 

preparation for the coming kingdom, 

rendered marriage an unimportant 

undertaking. 

 

From this, if Jesus was prepared to 

subvert these types of social and 

economic norms, it is really so far-

fetched to assume that Jesus didn’t 

marry? Indeed, it can be argued that 

we can give credence to the idea that 

Jesus sought celibacy over marriage. 

After all, Jesus speaks of “eunuchs who 

have made themselves eunuchs for the 

sake of the kingdom of heaven”,43 

which suggests that Jesus believed 

there was value in abstaining from 

 
42 Hebrews 1:1-6. 

43 Matthew 19:12. 

44 Moxnes, H (2003). Putting Jesus in His Place. 

Louisville: Westminster John Knox. p85. 

sexual and marital relations for the 

sake of the kingdom. This is an idea 

which the Early Church Father 

Tertullian supports, echoing these 

sentiments and arguing that Jesus was 

a virgin.44 Hence, through looking at 

the lifestyle which Jesus led in terms of 

his disregard for typical cultural and 

social practice, we can reasonably 

conclude that he probably disregarded 

the institution of marriage as part of 

this, as it was, after all the family-

honouring and survival-ensuring 

undertaking which stood at the heart 

of this way of life.  

 

It is important to note that the idea 

that Jesus opted out of marriage due to 

his ministry is an idea which has 

evidenced context and precedent in 

first-century Galilee. Indeed, it was 

perfectly normal for cynics such as 

Jesus to step outside of norms to make 

points. For example, the cynic epistles, 

written around the time of Jesus can 

be characterised as arguing that 

“elemental good and wise simplicity 

trumps the passing vanities of kings”45, 

and contains myriad ascetic 

endorsements such as “… on your life-

long poverty, consider the ragged cloak 

to be a lion’s skin”46, and “one should 

not wed… marriage burdens human 

weakness with troubles”.47 Other 

ascetic figures for example, John the 

Baptist, of whom Jesus was closely 

related, lived an ascetic life of simple 

clothing and food in order to focus on 

45 Desmond, W (2008). Cynics. California: 

University of California Press. p2. 

46 Malherbe, AJ (1977). The Cynic Epistles. 

Montana: Scholars Press. p119. 

47 Ibid, p179. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=hebrews+1%3A1-6&version=NRSV
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preparing for the coming kingdom, 

while making the point that the things 

of the material world don’t matter.48 

Hence, it is possible, and even 

probable that Jesus followed in the 

footsteps of prophetic ascetic figures 

such as John and lived in the same 

spirit that they did – opting into a life 

of celibacy in order to step back from 

prevailing norms so that he could fully 

dedicate and focus himself to the 

kingdom to come. 

 

Non-Canonical Contributions: 

Uncovering the Truth?  

As compelling as these arguments may 

be, the conclusions so far that we can 

give credence to the idea that Jesus 

abstained from marriage for the sake 

of the kingdom have been forged out of 

socio-cultural norms compared to 

biblical considerations. However, in 

constructing the argument in this way, 

a vast swathe of information is 

overlooked: non-canonical sources. 

Indeed, sources such as these have 

much evidence to offer when 

considering whether we can give 

credence to the idea that Jesus was 

married. It is common knowledge that 

canonical sources are often patriarchal 

and androcentric, readily suppressing 

women and their experiences. 

However, it is clear that women feature 

much more prominently in certain 

non-canonical texts. Hence, it is 

possible that these texts may well shine 

a light on the reality of Jesus and his 

actions. To this end, it is possible that 

these texts may support the original 

 
48 Matthew 3. 

49 Tuckett, C (2007). The Gospel of Mary. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. p93.  

socio-cultural supposition that nearly 

all men in 1st century Galilee married, 

and so we may be able to give credence 

to the argument that Jesus was 

married. 

 

Looking then to these non-canonical 

sources, we see content which is 

potentially suggestive of Jesus being 

married. For example, in the Gospel of 

Mary, Peter is recorded as having said 

“Sister, we know that the Saviour loved 

you more than the rest of women. Tell 

us the words of the Saviour which you 

remember which you know, but we do 

not, nor have we heard them”.49 

Additionally, in the Gospel of Philip 

there can be found the statements “the 

Magdalene… his companion”50 and 

“Christ loved Mary more than all the 

disciples and used to kiss her on 

her…”.51 Both these quotes suggest a 

certain proximity between Mary 

Magdalene and Jesus, one which may 

well have sexual implications. Not only 

does the Gospel of Philip support the 

idea that they shared a certain 

intimacy but builds on it by suggesting 

it was a relationship which even went 

to the extent of kissing. Perhaps then 

as a result of this evidence, we can give 

credence to the idea that Jesus was 

married. Indeed, we can use this 

information to build on previously 

mentioned socio-cultural norms in that 

we know that marriage was ubiquitous 

in the culture in which Jesus lived, and 

now here we have evidence suggesting 

that Jesus may well have followed this 

omni-present practice. Rather than 

50 Marjanen, A (1996). The Woman Jesus Loved. 
Leiden: EJ Brill. p150. 
51 Ibid, p156.  
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serving to disagree with the idea that 

Jesus followed social norms, this 

evidence supports it, and so we may be 

able to give credence to the idea that 

Jesus was married after all.  

 

However, on balance, I would argue 

that we shouldn’t be so quick to take 

this evidence as certain information 

that Jesus was married. For instance, 

this content certainly suggests a 

proximity between Jesus and Mary 

Magdalene and that the depth and 

intimacy of the relationship exceeds 

his relations with all other women and 

perhaps even all the other disciples. 

But though it tells us that they were 

close, it doesn’t tell us that they were 

married. Antti Marjanen is a useful 

scholar to bring in at this point and 

makes several very useful and 

compelling points about how we 

should treat this non-canonical 

evidence. Indeed, he points out that 

the ‘kissing’ which is shared between 

Jesus and Mary shouldn’t be 

interpreted as sexual but as spiritual.52 

For example, we see that in the Gospel 

of Truth, the eschatological reunion 

with the Father is established via 

kissing.53 Additionally, in the Second 

Apocalypse of James, Marjanen 

explains that the Risen Lord wanted to 

reveal his most secret mysteries to 

James and in doing so kissed him and 

called him his beloved.54 Hence, it 

becomes clear that the action of kissing 

doesn’t bear sexual connotations in 

this context but rather was done in the 

 
52 Marjanen, pp157-158. 

53 Ibid, p159. 
54 Ibid, p159.  
55 Ibid, p159. 

form of spiritual enlightenment. To 

quote Marjanen, they are “symbolic 

acts to denote privileged positions”.55 

In addition to this, the specific context 

within which Jesus and Mary are 

spoken of in the Gospel of Philip serves 

as further evidence that the 

relationship between them did not 

have sexual connotations. Indeed, the 

aforementioned quote from Peter 

comes as the result of an altercation 

with Mary in which he asks her about 

any spiritual information unknown to 

them. Perhaps then what we are 

looking at is not a sexual relationship 

dominated by physical interaction, but 

a spiritual relationship dominated by 

Jesus sharing guidance and teaching. 

To this end, Marjanen argues that 

Mary Magdalene begins to appear as 

less of a sexual partner and more of a 

“beloved disciple”56, someone “whose 

spiritual perception excels that of the 

others”57, perhaps making her akin to 

the mysterious beloved disciple-figure 

which encountered in the canonical 

Gospel of John.58 This may explain 

why texts such as these were 

suppressed and excluded from the 

canon, not because of implications for 

Jesus’ marriage, but because of the 

implications it had for the ministry of 

women and the place of the Twelve. As 

the final argument against the gnostic 

sources inferring some sort of marital 

union between Jesus and Mary 

Magdalene, Mary is referred to as a 

“companion”59. However, Marjanen 

swiftly counters any assumption that 

56 Marjanen, p159. 
57 Ibid, pp159-160. 
58 John 21:20. 

59 Marjanen, p151.  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+21:20&version=NRSV
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this may infer a marital union by 

explaining that the original Greek for 

this term is used across the Bible at 

different times to denote a marriage 

partner, a companion in faith, co-

worker in proclaiming the Gospel, and 

a business associate”.60 Hence, the title 

of companion given to Mary could 

have any range of meanings. We must 

be careful of projecting western 

cultural norms relating to bodily 

performance, physical signs, and 

marriage onto ancient and alien 

contexts. To this end, the assumption 

that Mary as ‘companion’ infers a 

marital or sexual partnership can be 

seen as a type of inductive leap: a 

conclusion which all too readily maps 

Western liberal approaches to 

relationships and the body onto the 

vastly divergent context of 1st-century 

Galilean society. 

 

Hence, it can be convincingly argued 

that though on one level these sources 

suggest that Jesus may have followed 

social norms and married, deeper 

analysis of this evidence shows that 

they are insufficient or inconclusive to 

support such a conclusion. Rather, 

arguments that physical and/or 

emotional intimacy must also have a 

sexual dimension can be seen as a 

projection of Western perceptions of 

intimacy rather than any accurate or 

logical reading of these non-canonical 

texts. There appears to be a significant 

dis-ease among Western scholars and 

readers interpreting intimacy between 

two people in anything other than 

sexual terms, rather than any spiritual 

readings as is the case in reality. In 

 
60 Ibid, p151. 

turn, it can be argued that non-

canonical sources such as these cannot 

give credence to the idea that Jesus 

was married. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, I believe it can be 

convincingly and coherently argued 

that credence cannot be given to the 

idea that Jesus was married. The 

socio-cultural arguments of scholars 

such as Le Donne that marriage was a 

ubiquitous and favourable practice in 

Jesus’ time and setting serve as a 

useful baseline in considering whether 

Jesus would have been married. 

However, as accurate as these 

statements may be, the canonical 

gospels offer a convincing account of 

the multiple reasons why Jesus 

probably would have bucked these 

trends and not entered into marriage. 

Jesus through his actions and through 

his very being lived to subvert the 

norms of social life in his time, with his 

efforts firmly set on the coming 

kingdom and not of the materiality of 

the present. Indeed, this is evidence 

which has clear precedent and context. 

On the other hand, the non-canonical 

evidence, though compelling on the 

idea that Jesus did follow the norm 

marry after all, seems to misinterpret 

first-century Galilean models of 

physical and emotional intimacy as 

having sexual connotations, all 

through a biased Western lens, which 

Marjanen usefully points out. To this 

end, and in view of the evidence, I 

believe it seems most likely that Jesus 

maintained a celibate life in favour of 

the eschatological project which he 

focussed on.  
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