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Introduction
This pgoe began as a comparative study between thetwo narratives of
the birth of Jesus in Matthew and Luke® gogds but, along the joumey to
completion, became a pah to resolving the chdlenges of being a bdiever in
academic religious studies. There have been more than enough studies dore
on the discrepandes between the canonical birth naratives, with mos
scholars conceding that Qhe two cycles of nativity stories are independent of
each other and cannotbe fitted together cohaently.3 Whether they are of the
opinion tha thee is little or no historical credibility within the birth
naratives,” or tha Qhe simplest explanaion is tha the events of this story are
factud history,& few scholars would arguetha they are intended to be taken
as literal history. The point of this pgper is not to state tha either group must

concedetha they are wrong, but smply that they could be andthis would not

changehow we read the text. It is this intention | wish to explore in this

paper.

Y H.F. Wickings, ONativity stories and Docetism,ONew Testament Studies 23 (1977), 457.

2 Bart D. Ehrman, Jesus: Apocalyptic Prophet of the New Millennium (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1999), 39.

® Raymond Edward Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in
Matthew and Luke (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1977), 225.
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Rather than exploring the well-traveled groundof comparing the birth
naratives, | will indead show how pog-enlightenment Christianity has played
a keeping up with the academic JonesesOgame, trying to prove events from
the Bible in a historical or empirical framework. This will be examined in
light of both the birth naratives, and will explore some of the problems
arising from this approach in both conservative and liberal schools of thought
taking some timeto look at the use of midrash in the Matthew accountas well
as some extremely conjectural approaches, such as tha of Emil Bock. | will
then look at how a pod-modean @oubk ringCapproach to the texts can result
in the same condusion by students of either conservative or libed
perspectives. Using the Matthew birth narative, | will demongrate how this
doubk ring approach would lend itself to undestanding the historical Jesus
and Christ of faith smultaneoudy with brief commentary on the mgor points

and characters of the Matthew account

A Very Old Argument That 1sn® Getting Any Y ounger
Theissues surrounding thecritical scrutiny of the birth narratives stem
from the fact that f al the religious bdiefs in the worldEnone have more
thoroughly based themselves on history than Juddsm and Christianity.& This

has been the one of the bases for @ationd faithGand therefore an affirmation

* Paul L. Maier, In the Fullness of Time: A Historian Looks at Christmas, Easter, and the Early
Church (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1991), xv.
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of biblical events as historically true Sadly, the scholarship suppoting such
rationd faith is not always adamantine The pseudo-science of zealous
Creationists advocating a literal seven day creation in the face of scientific
evidence to the contrary is one of the clearest examples of where wild
conjecture is presented as fact. This in turn, then, marks conrvative
Christianity with a lack of academic credibility. This approach has placed a
burden upontheBible it was never meant to contend with; in respong, critical
scholarship swings its pendulum to the other extreme, and makes bold
statements that QJesus was not bom of a virgin, not bom of David@ lineage,
not bom in Bethlehem, tha there was no stable, no shepheads no star, no
Magi, no massacre of theinfants, and noflightinto Egypt &

The issues arisng from a conservative approach are consdeable.
Basic discrepandes beween the naratives are readily appaent given a
paalle reading of thefirst two chgpters of Matthew and Luke Matthew has
the monopoly on magi, the portentousstar, and King Herod® massacre of the
innocents, while Luke mentionsnoneof these events, chronicling ingead the
birth of John the Baptist, the angdic pronungation of the birth to the
shephedsoutsde Bethlehem, and the presentation of theinfant to Simeon and
Annain the temple at Jerusalem. Matthewv@® entire account takes place in

Bethlehem, where it is assumed Mary and Joseph reside Luke starts his

® John Dominic Crossan, Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco,
1995), 28.
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narative in Nazareth; the impetusfor the joumey to Bethlehem is an empire-
wide cenaus, for which we have little historical evidence to attest. In Matthew,
Jesus and his paents flee to Egypt, while Luke has them return to Nazareth
immediately following the ceremonial ritesin Jerusalem. This last eventisthe
modg difficult to hamonize in a synopic fashion; the writer is forced to end
Luke 2:39, OVhen Joseph and Mary had doneeverything required by the Law
of the Lord, they returnedE, Ofollowed by the entire round trip joumey to
Egyptin Matthew 2:1-23 before finishing Luke 2:39 with, Qo Galilee to thdr
own town of Nazareth.$ This is unfortunaely only the beginning of a long
list of difficulties critics of the conservative, literal approach to the birth
naratives. The scope of this pge is not large enoughto engage a propea
dissemination of the materia on this subject. Some of thiswill be addressed in
the commentary on the Matthew birth narrative, butfor now we will moveon
to some of theissues facing theradically liberal approach.

Thetrouble for the liberal school of thoughtis obvioudy the opposte
of the consrvative view; where the conservatives will trip over themselves to
prove the supanaural, the liberal will often dismiss it a priori. While the
arguments are well doaumented and articulated, theliberal postionisas much
propayandaas the gogds they seek to decondruct. Theliberal theologian will

go on at length about the ambiguity of the texts, the uncertainty of daes and

® Orville E. Danie, A Harmony of the Four Gospels (Burlington, ON: Welch Publishing
Company, 1986), 11-13.
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authorship, the dubious naure of the mythic adhesions and then say without
reservation tha the texts Gnus be seen clearly for wha they areEO.” One
wondes how exactly to go about seeing anything clearly amid al the
ambiguity and dubiousuncertainty.
Whether it is theinfluential Bultmannian school, the myth-of-God-
incarnae advocates of the late 1970Q or the Jesus Seminar of
more recent years, the general approach to Jesus, it would seem, is
frequently predetermined not by the biblical texts, but wha many
scholars clam OnodanO pesons can or cannot legitimately
beieve.®

If theinvestigation of the evidence beginswith the assumption that the
information is inhaently false, how can one conceive of finding any sort of
truth? Everything becomes conjecture at this point. The liberal can claim no
academic supeiority to the conservative, because both are carrying a bias that
precludes any outcome but onethat fits into thar biasOframework.

Beyond the consrvatives and liberals, writers such as Emil Bock,
nether vaidaing a traditiond, orthodox history of the birth narratives nor
refuting tha the events actudly occurred has condructed a tale tha rivals
Frank Herbert@ science fiction epic Dune in Machiavellian scope and

imaginaion. Bock, seeking to deciphe and undestand the Ganguaye of

contradictionsd without treating the birth narratives as legends comes to the

" Crossan, 26.

8 James P. Sweeney, Modern and Ancient Controversies over the Virgin Birth of Jesus,O
Bibliotheca sacra 160 (2003), 144.

° Emil Bock, The Childhood of Jesus: The Unknown Years (trans. Maria St. Goar; Edinburgh:
Floris Books, 1997), 34.
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fantastic conduson tha the differences in the two account refer to the birth
of two different children, onefrom a royd backgroundand the other from a
priestly lineage™ Bock paints the Sadduces like Herbert® Bene Gesserit
ssterhood, manipulating the bloodiine of David in order to produe the
Messiah, the child of Matthew@® birth narative. In his verson Mary is a
temple priestess who acts as eugenic conrt to Joseph, who is selected
throughan oracular practice.™*

Strangdy, both liberal and conservative seem to be arguing the same
thing; either al of it is historically true or noneof it is. The trouble in both
these approaches is tha the texts are beng treated as literal historical
doauments, which they are not, nor likely were ever intended to be

These accounts were never meant to teach interesting facts about
the first century. They are meant to teach thingsabout Jesus For
John, he@ the Lamb of God (hence the changeof theday and time
of his death); for Matthew and Luke he@ the Son of God (hence
the virgin birth) and the Savior Messiah (hence the birth in
Bethlehem).'?

To approach thetext from an exclusively historical perspective leaves
usat an impasse, since @Qhe more conservative attempt to resolve al historical

problems and the less consrvative attempt to deny mog or al historicity to

the infancy naratives because of historical problems are both inadequae

19 Bock, 49-50.
11 Bock, 95-96.
12 Ehrman, 40.
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extremes.(3® So long as the text is being treated according to a moden, pos-
enlightenment treatment, the true meaning of thetext will be either stripped of
its power throughsentimentality or rationdity. In light of this concept, we will
now look at the possibility of a third approach tha goes beyond seeking a

Gistorica Gsolution.

The Double Ring Approadc

The birth narratives are Gtories of Christ, based on profound theological
reflection, to be used in a carefully planned prodamation, seeking to portray
artistically, vividly and in a highly critical light the true significance of Jesus as
Messiah for the salvation of all the naiong3* It is a story tha might have taken
place historically and, as will be seen in the following quottion, while the
supeanaural may indeed beimprobable, it isnotimpossible:

There are indeed more thingsin heaven and earth than are dreamed

of in pog-Enlightenment metaphyscs. The @losed continuunOof

cause and effect is a modenist myth. The God who does not

OnterveneOfrom outside but is always present and active within the

world, sometimes shocingly, may well have been thus active on

this occasion. It is all very well to ge on ond3 high metaphyscal

horse and indst tha God cannot behave like this, but we do not

know that ahead of time.™®

Likewise, it is a story tha might not have taken place historicaly. Even

excluding comments about the supanaura events, the naure of the accounts as

13 Robert M. Mulholland, CThe Infancy Narratives in Matthew and Luke: Of History, Theology
and Literature,OBiblical Archaeology Review 7.2 (1981), 59.

 Hans K Yng, On Being a Christian (London: Collins, 1978), 451.

5 N.T. Wright, G5od® Way of Acting,OChristian Century 115 D 16 (1998), 1215.
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regadsthdr historical veracity leads some to condudetha such a detail as the
birth at Bethlehem Os to be taken not as a historical fact but as a theolgounenon,
i.e, a theologica affirmation E put into the form of an appaently historical
narative.3° As has already been stated, the point of this paper is notto state tha
either the liberal or conervative scholar is wrong, but rather that ndther sde@
condugonsshould changehow thetext isread. As MarcusBorg states, O do not
see the basis of the birth stories as history remembered. Yet | think these stories
are true E | see these stories as history metaphoiized, tha is, as metaphorical
naratives. 3’ Borg is spesking of mythic truth, where something does not have
actudly to have hgppened to bethoughtof as true

This idea of dynamic tengon where two opposte things are true is wha
Leonad Sweet calls doubk ring concepts, where pposte things heppen at the
same time withoutbeing contradictory.3® Likewise, Jean Baudiillard refersto the
mathematical Moebius stip as a place where Qhear and far, insde and outside,
subject and objectOexist Qwithin the same spiral.3° In his article on PlayQ Sam
D. Gill chdlenges religious study to play ingde this conundum in order to be

both moden and pogmodean, referring to the hypoheses and theories of

®Maier, 216.

Y Marcus J. Borg, QLight in the Darkness,OChristian Century 115 D 16 (1998), 1219.

18| eonard Sweet, Soul Tsunami (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 27.

9 Jean Baudrillard, Smulacra and Smulation (trans. S.F. Glaser; Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1993), 56.
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Omaginative academicsOas Jictiongand yet at the same time Qlemongrably
grounced in thereality of the subject. 3°

The nativity story in Matthew displays this mythic qudity mog clearly,
while aso grounding the narative with historical references, so tha will be the
account! will focuson for the pumposes of exploring a doubk ring approach. It is
aso the more midrashic of the two accounts, as its author is Qhotorioudy
unscrupulousin ripping Old Testament (OT) verses out of context to make them
propheies of gopd storiesG* Asis often the case in undestanding the Bible, it
hdpsto know the style of writing the author is using. It is geneally agreed tha
Matthew employs a style of GChristian midrashic haggada®? but this does not
imply that Matthew intended to write Gpure fancyQ* The presence of midrash
Qloesn®mean it didn® happen.G*

Simply put midrash is a Gompostion that explains the scriptures and
seeks to make them undestandale and meaningful for a later generationEQO.”
While midrash may seem to moden consrvative scholars to betaking the OT out
of context, the intention of midrash was to Gexplain the reasons for hgppenings
and draw out applications for the presentO by handling the biblical material

creatively: Qietails are changdl to fit the pumposes of the author and events are

% sam D. Gill, GPlay,0in W. Braun and R.T. McCutcheon (eds.), Guide to the Study of Religion
(New York: Cassell, 2000), 451.

L Morton Smith, Jesus the Magician (New Y ork: Harper and Row, 1978), 27.

2 \Wickings, 457.

2 Herman Hendrickx, The Infancy Narratives (London: Chapman, 1984), 19.

24 \Wright, 1216.

% Hendrickx, 5.
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idealized and even embdlished with legenday materia to make them fuller, more
vivid and edifying. &°

The problem for the consrvative and libea aike is tha thisin some

way conditutes aform of lie. If, however, we are thinking metaphoically, or

more accurately mythicaly, then the text becomes something truer than

historical or empirical truth could be Theintended use of legenday elements

in andent biography was not to state tha the person never lived or tha the

events never occurred, but was rather meant to Omply that a supernaural aura

surrounds the central figure. 3’ Using the Matthew birth narative, | will

attempt to demondrate what | mean.

Matthew@® Birth Narrative asMythic Story
Matthew@ birth narrative begins with the geneslogy, which Matthew uses
to tell the reader tha Qlesus is the legitimate Messiah, a descendent of the royd
Davidic family, E to trace his descent back to E AbrahanOand Qo refute
dandeousaccusationsE tha Jesus was of illegitimate birth.3® This genealogy
establishes themes which Matthew will continue to explore throughout his

narative.

% Hendrickx , 5.

2" Howard Clark Kee, Jesus in History: An Approach to the Study of the Gospels (New York:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1996), 296.

8 Samuel Tobias Lachs, A Rabbinic Commentary on the New Testament: The Gospels of Matthew,
Mark, and Luke (Hoboken, NJ: Ktav Publishing House, 1987), 2.
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Following the genedlogy, Matthew describes Mary® betrothd to Joseph.
While Mary as mother is obvioudy a key character in the birth of Christ, unlike
Luke Matthew® focus is on Joseph. The reader must ask why he chooss this
focus, especialy since the virgin birth seems to make Joseph® paternity and
ancestry moot?® Joseph accepts the Qegd fatherhood of the child3® when he
learns Mary is pregnant but refuses to dismiss her, making him an argument of
proof agang claims of illegitimate birth. One of Matthev@ main themes in the
birth narrativesis tha Jesus is alight to the gentiles, so he s bom unde a cloud
of sexud scandd and mus be @dopedQinto the line of David,G" effectively
making him thefirst child of Godto be adopied into thefamily.

The baby is then bom in Bethlehem, which is argualy the mos mythic
element of Matthew@ birth narative. For in the same way tha Qhe wilderness
was not jug sand and the Jordan was not jus water,3? Bethlehem, Qhoughin
itself a comparatively small and unimportant rural village, plays an important role
throughthe entire course of Old Testament history.G® It was the ity of David&*
which leads some scholars to conclude tha Matthew@ use of it rendes it

inadmissible as historical fact.*® Agan, whileit is possible that Jesus was notbom

2 paul William Roberts, Journey of the Magi: In Search of the Birth of Jesus (Toronto: Stoddart,
1995), 8.

% Hendrickx, 15.

31 Dorothy Jean Weaver, GRewriting the Messianic Script: Matthew's Account of the Birth of
Jesus, Ol nterpretation 54.4 (2000), 382.

%2 Crossan, 43.

% Hendrickx, 41.

% Luke 2:4, 11 (NASB).

% | achs, 8.



12 AXIS MUNDI 2004-2005

in Bethlehem, Matthew is constructing a Christological event and indudes the
place which will lead thereader to see that Jesusis the awaited messiah.

At this point, Matthew informs the reader tha all this took place during
the reign of King Herod. While much has been said about the veracity of Herod
being dive a the time of JesusDbirth, we mug continue aong Matthev®
theologically mythic route. Herod by contrast was the epitome of everything Jesus
asthemessianic king of Israel would not be Jesuswas bom in low circumstances
to afamily of low circumstances while Herod was rich and powerful. Jesuswould
be identified as Isaiah@® (Prince of Peace® while Herod is a tyrant and
murdering despot In Matthew® narrative, Gyppaent weakness is demondrated to
bereal power and demongrable power demoted to real weakness.§’

To Herod come the magi from the east. The term magi Qefers to those
engaged in occult arts and cove's a wide range of astrononers, fortune tellers,
priestly augurers, and magicians of varying plausbility,3® but since Matthew Os
not concerned with the pros and cons of astrology E  but with the attestation of
the divine child,3° the Jewish prohibitionsand subsequent negative references to
magoiintheNT areirrelevant here. A goodded has been written on thehistorical
naure of the magiN for ingance, we simply cannot know how many of them

there were despite the traditiond nunber of 3N and as to the commonly hed

% |saiah 9:6 (NASB)

3" Weaver, 381.

% Brown, 167.

39 John M. Hull, Hellenistic Magic and the Synoptic Tradition (London: SCM Press, 1974), 128.
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conduson tha they were Persian astrologas,*® Matthen( induson of them in
the story is till in keeping with his mythic train of thought The magi provide a
further counterpoint to Herod and his chief priests: CEt hese gentile magi offer
true worship to the Jewish Messiah E in striking contrast to the deadly threats E
and bloody murders E with which the Jewish people Gvelcomether Messiah.(*
One does have to wonder why any gentile faction could not have served this
purpose, which lendsa sense of wha Brown calls QrerisimilitudeOto thetale, but
agan thisisnotour purpo here.

Like the magi themselves, the star which they followed has been the
source of endless speculation, to which theories abound:was it comet, supernova
or planetary conjundion?? The mosg radically conservative explanation is tha it
was a supenaura manifestation tha actualy moved to guide the magi on thar
joumey. However, Ga star tha rose in the East, appeared over Jerusalem, turned
south to Bethlehem and then came to rest over a house would have congituted a
celestial phenomenon unpaalleled in astronomica history; yet it received no
notice in the records of the times, 3 althoughBrown does admit that Ghere were
remarkable astronorrical phenomena in the period around the birth of Jesus*

Othes have doneextengve work, giving compdling arguments that the star was a

“0 Gundry, Robert H, A Survey of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing
House, 1981) 117.

*I Weaver, 382.

> Maier, 54-61.

“3 Brown, 188.

“4 Brown, 189.
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(portent formed in Aries by Jupiter and other celestial bodies,d° or by Jupiter and
Saturn coming into Gextraordinary repeated conjunction® butin the end these all
remain conjecture. Themog liberal of scholars smply dismissit outright if there
were no magi, thereisno need for a star.

Matthev® use of the star to portend the arrival of the messiah is not
without precedence: Orhe appearance of a star or of a phenomenon of light
accompanying the birth of a hero or a worthy is commonplace in legend. &’
Matthew is undescoring his Christological event with spectacular specia effects,
giving the story alegenday aspect.

The magi@® gifts are noteworthy here, smply because they have been the
source of much speculation in the area of symbolism or metaphor, which is the
language of myth. W.K. Lowthe Clarke suggested tha the gifts of gold, incense
and myrrh were Qhe ingruments of their trade(® as an offering of a magician in
submission to true power. Others see each gift as having symbolic value the gold
symbolizing kingship, the frankincense, his future priesthood, and the myrrh a
portent of his death.”® The probability of the magi@ ability to predict the future
and thereby give gifts tha served as auguiies of JesusOcoming life is seconday to

the mythic undestanding of the gifts being a possible Christological prodamation

%5 Michael Molnar, The star of Bethlehem: the legacy of the Magi, (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers
University Press, 1999), 125.

*® Maier, 54.

" Lachs, 9.

*® Hull, 123.

* Maier, 50.
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on Matthen@® part, working backwards and reflecting uponthe life of Jesus and
wha hewanted it to mean in his Gopd.

Findly we come to thedaughier of theinnoents and theflight into Egypt
While Josephus Chever mentions a massacre of children at Bethlehem@° in his
biography of Herod the Great, it is condstent with Matthev@ use of Herod as a
mythic tyrant king. At this point Herod becomes a Pharaoh-type in Matthev®
Christological retelling of the Exodus Orhe basic story line concerns the rescue
of the child savior from the machinaionsof the wicked king by flight to Egypt
This echoes in pat the rescue of the infant Moses from the machinaionsof the
wicked Pharaohin Egypt &*

This is one of the mog dubious moments in Matthev@ account since
Luke makes no mention of the joumey to Egypt whasoever. There is evidence
from extra-biblical sources (in the form of dande) tha Jesus learned magic in
Egypt, and some scholars bdieve tha to be the reason for its insertion here.>
However, it is smpler to rely agan on Brown@ verisimilitude and our mythic
cycleto undestand tha On a certain sense, the Matthean Jesusrelives the Exodus
and the Exile and fulfills the history of Israel.3® Thisis far more in keeping with

the rest of Matthew@ birth narrative and, indeed, his entire Gogpd. This is the

0 Brown, 226.
1 Brown, 214.
2| achs, 11.
%3 Brown 180
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long awaited Jewish messiah, and his coming is steeped in Jewish mythic

archetypes.

Conclusion

We have seen that, despite the ongong controversy ove the birth
naratives, which Ghas a much longe history than Deism, the Enlightenment, or
even present-day scholarship,3* neither radical conservative or liberal scholarship
gives a satisfactory treatment of thetext. As Mulholland writes:

Biblical scholars are assuredly correct in thar contention tha the

Infancy Narratives are the literary expression of the Christian

community@ theological reflection uponJesusOearly life. They are

also correct in noting that this theological reflection was set in

then-current, acceptable literary formsEB ut the use of such forms

does not force us to condude tha they are merely fictitious

vehicles for the conveyance of theological perspectives with

minimal regard for historical facts. The literary forms utilized by

the writers of the Infancy Narratives may be meansto convey and

enhance the theological undestanding of historical events.>

Both polemics are so steeped in thar own biases that they refuse to admit
(in the case of conservatives) new evidence or (in the case of liberals) the
possibility of thesupenaural. Asaresult, athird way utilizing doubk ring theory
mug be employed. This third way is a place where both liberal and conservative

scholarship meets, where historical evidence and conservative theology can meet,

blend, and find new, or perhgossimply reinforce old, truth.

> Sweeny, 158.
5 Mulholland, 59.
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When | beggan this paper, | foundmyself adrift; no longe able to fundion
as a (ible bdievingOconsrvative, yet dissatisfied with the condusons of the
very libed. In a pog-moden world, the doubke ring approach offers a way for
both schools to come togeher as Christmas approaches, (peace, goodwill to all

menOrests uponall, notsimply conservative or liberal.
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