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Early Christians celebrating the Eucharistic Banquet, or Lord’s Supper, found in the Catacombs of San Callisto.
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TO JOEY

Christ minds: Christ’s interest, what to avow or amend
There, eyes them, heart wants, care haunts, foot follows kind,
Their ransom, their rescue, and first, fast, last friend.






Never have I hoped in any but thee, God of Israel, who will grow wroth and yet once more be merciful, forgiving all the sins of human beings because of our suffering.

—MEDIEVAL CHRISTIAN RESPONSORY TO THE BOOK OF JUDITH




Christianity, too, is … a form of Judaism.

—RABBI SHAYE J. D. COHEN
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Introduction

What Do the Everlasting Hills Desire?
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HISTORY HAS MUCH TO DO with hills. From the Hill of Zion on which King David built Jerusalem to the Athenian Acropolis, from Bunker Hill of the American Revolution to Malvern Hill of the American Civil War, from Iwo Jima’s Mount Suribachi to Vietnam’s Hamburger Hill, the hills of this world have been prized. Much of humanity’s recorded story has taken place on their flanks and summits, and how much blood, of both conquerors and conquered, has been absorbed by their accommodating soils no one can say.

In Rome I love to climb the Janiculum, which the ancients called the “Golden Mountain” because of its yellow sand. One of the splendid natural defenses of Rome, it is a ridge that rises steeply from the west bank of the sludge-green Tiber and gives spectacular views of the great city that is spread beneath it. Like other strategic hills, it has known many battles.

It was just a century and a half ago—in 1849—that armies last clashed on its summit around the ornamental Renaissance arches of the Gate of San Pancrazio and in and out of the charming medieval buildings that lie beyond the gate and on whose walls one can still discern the work of bullets. What the bullets did to the men who fought here has long been concealed by earth. The winners were French troops in service to a reactionary pope, outraged that Italians would dare take up arms against him in their attempt to dissolve the Papal States and unite Italy. The losers were boys as young as fourteen, tragically outnumbered but fighting with the insane bravery of youth, inspired by their charismatic leader, Giuseppe Garibaldi, and his no less charismatic wife, Anita. Today, each Garibaldi has a noble equestrian monument on this summit. Garibaldi with his saintly, mild demeanor surveys the city from his lofty marble platform; superwoman Anita, cast in bronze, raises a firearm in her right hand as she suckles a baby at her left breast, all the while urging her horse forward. They lost the battle but won the war; for beneath the hoofs of Anita’s advancing charger one can make out in the distance Michelangelo’s bone-white dome of Saint Peter’s and the lilliputian statelet of the Vatican, to which the pope’s vestigial temporal power has been confined since 1870. The dead child-soldiers have no monument in marble or bronze, just a street sign—Piazzale dei Ragazzi di 1849 (Great Square of the Boys of 1849)—but their spirits haunt the slender umbrella trees that cluster mournfully in the Villa Doria Pamphilj, the vast seventeenth-century parkland that runs beside the scene of their deaths, where dirt paths are named in their memory and the boys of contemporary Rome kick footballs and fly kites.

The Janiculum is more than a Roman hill. It speaks to Everyman, for one patch or another of its sloped ascents can serve to remind almost any traveler of his own ancestral history. At the southern end of the hill the alleys of Trastevere wind mazelike in patterns established more than two millennia ago. Until the Tiber silted up, ships sailed upriver from the Mediterranean, depositing exotic cargoes and even more exotic human specimens in the port of Trastevere. From every corner of the ancient world they came here with their strange costumes and peculiar practices, Greeks and Syrians bearing the crushed pride of the vanquished, Gauls and Britons displaying their lately acquired refinements, Oriental merchants speaking languages but dimly understood, Africans of every kind—Egyptians, Berbers, Nubians—and Jews with uncut beards, the whole babble contained within Trastevere’s narrow streets whose haphazard apartment buildings, designed to cram in as many souls as possible, leaned over the filthy streets, nearly blocking out the sky. Trastevere (in those days Trans Tiberim, the Place-across-the-Tiber) was exciting and a little dangerous, as it remains today, a place where basic cravings—for food, sex, revenge—can spurt unexpectedly into view.

It is instructive to select one or two of these groups of migrating visitors and see how they fared in subsequent ages. The Jews, for instance, have now been in Rome longer than anyone else, boasting lines of descent far more ancient than any non-Jewish Italian can claim, back to the beginning of the Roman empire and earlier. The first Roman home of the Jews was Trastevere, as memorial fragments found here still testify. These have been mounted in the portico of the Basilica of Santa Maria, where you can identify the shofars and etrogs1 that distinguished the graves of ancient Jews, as well as the doves and ships of those Jews—a minority within a minority—who were members of a primitive Christian community, the first to be established at Rome, probably in the fourth decade of the first century.

In the Middle Ages, the community of Jews crossed the river to the huddled quarter that is still called the Ghetto; and from the slopes of the Janiculum there are fine views of the silvery Synagogue, built at the beginning of this century near the site of its several, much smaller predecessors, the four corners of its dome giving it a curiously Asian appearance and distinguishing it from all the other domes of Rome. During the Middle Ages, the Jews, protected by popes who valued their services, fared better in Italy than in other European countries, though they were subject to punitive taxes and, as early as the thirteenth century, were made to wear a yellow O, precursor of horrors to come. Then the retrograde and, at times, paranoid papacy of the early modern period began to insist on marginalizing the Jews in new ways. Locked by night within the Ghetto by order of Paul IV in the sixteenth century, they were dragooned by subsequent popes into listening to Christian sermons and giving up all trades save moneylending, scrap metal, and rag. Forced to be objects of ridicule during carnivals and papal processions, they were periodically barred from owning land or practicing any profession (though they had once been physicians to the popes) and at last banned from any role in public life. Their fellow Romans, however, more simpatici than popes generally are, tended to be fond of their Jewish neighbors and to count them as friends and fellow citizens. It is, therefore, considered a terrible blot on the Roman character that the Nazis were able, during their occupation of the city, to round up the Jews of Rome en masse and deport them to Auschwitz on the fateful 16 ottobre 1943, a date most Romans have committed to memory and which occurred less than a hundred years after Garibaldi’s Battalion of Hope had, by its youthful deaths on the Janiculum, won belated freedom and civil rights for all the citizens of Rome.

Shades of my own ancestors haunt the prospect from the Janiculum. Looking out across the valley in the hour before dawn, I can imagine there appearing on the northeast horizon bands of naked, mustachioed Celts, the locks of their lime-washed hair standing up on their heads, an “immense host, covering miles of ground with its straggling masses of horse and foot,” as the Roman historian Livy described them. Early in the fourth century B.C. they rode their horses into a much smaller Rome, causing panic and flight among the inhabitants. “The air,” wrote Livy, “was loud with the dreadful din of the fierce war-songs and discordant shout of a people whose very life is wild adventure.” All who did not flee before the marauders hid themselves within the fortifications of the Capitoline Hill, save for the elderly, who could not climb and were slaughtered on their thresholds. Then, waiting for the dead of night, the barbarians almost made it up the Capitoline itself, climbing the stones that face the hill on one another’s shoulders in an eerie silence no one thought them capable of. But at the last moment, just when the first of the invaders had reached the summit, the geese of the Capitoline, sacred to Juno whose temple stood on the heights, honked their frantic warnings, and the Celts were cut down. If I could examine the genetic cells of these fierce warriors, I could establish kinship.

I can claim even closer kinship with the Irish noblemen Hugh O’Neill, earl of Tyrone, and Rory O’Donnell, prince of Tyrconnel, who lie buried beneath the flagstones of San Pietro in Montorio on the east side of the Janiculum. They fought against impossible odds and almost succeeded in expelling the English occupiers from “Elizabethan” Ireland. Was the prototype of “Tyrconnel’s dread war cry, ‘O’Donnell Abu!,’ ” which rang out in Ireland against the soldiers of Elizabeth I, heard first in the Western world at the gates of Rome on that faraway morning in 390 B.C.?

Beneath the square cobblestones of the Janiculum, who knows whose history remains to be recovered?

.  .  .

THE HISTORY OF THE WORLD, like the history of its hills, is written in blood, the blood of barbaric warriors and bold partisans, of old women and beardless boys, of the guilty and the innocent. And what is the “desire of the everlasting hills”? What could be the meaning of this phrase, taken from the blessing of Jacob on his son Joseph, the last of the patriarchs? Is not the desire of the everlasting hills that they be saved from their everlastingness, that something new happen, that the everlasting cycle of human cruelty, of man’s inhumanity to man, be brought to an end?

Two thousand years ago a man was born into a family of carpenters in occupied Palestine. He was a small-town Jew, born in a bad time for Jews. Their land was no longer their own, and they had been made to bow before a succession of conquerors who had diluted their proud culture and, as many would have said, infected it. His name, as everyone knows, was Jesus of Nazareth—or, as the Jews of his own day called him, Yeshua. As everyone knows, he preached a message of mercy, love, and peace and was crucified for his trouble. This unlikely character has long been accounted the central figure of Western civilization. Even now, as we cross to the beginning of the third millennium since his birth, we count our days by his appearance on earth; and, though our supposedly post-Christian society often ignores and even ridicules him, there are no serious suggestions for replacing him as the Icon of the West.

But this book is part of a series on cultural impact. And the great question about Jesus must always be: Did he make a difference? Is our world—in the century that began with the Turkish genocide against the Armenians, reached its nadir with the “scientific” holocaust of six million Jews (and five million others), not to speak of the slaughter by their own governments of Russians and Chinese in the scores of millions, and now comes to its end with genocides in central Africa and “ethnic cleansings” in the Balkans that are still, horribly enough, “in progress”—is our world any better than the one inhabited by the Celts and Romans of twenty-four centuries ago? Did the values preached by Jesus influence the Anglican Queen Elizabeth or her opponent the Catholic Earl O’Neill? Did she ever shudder at the carnage of her battlefields? Did he, even once, as he surveyed the hacked limbs, the gouged eyes, the grisly dying, wonder if there was another way? Do Christian values have any influence on the actions of Christians who on both sides of the English/Irish divide have continued to “fight the old fight again”? Did the life and death of Jesus make any difference to the denizens of first-century Trans Tiberim? Does he make any difference to the residents of today’s Trastevere?

These are hard questions; some will no doubt label them unfair. But they must be posed at the outset. For if this Jesus, this figure professedly central to our whole culture, has had no effect, he has no place in a history of cultural effects. In the pages that follow, we will look at the phenomenon of Jesus, as experienced by those who knew him best and by the first generations of his followers, who in their surviving traditions, both oral and written, bring us as close as we can get to this often elusive historical figure. When our investigation is completed, we will pose the hard questions again.

But in order to understand Jesus we must begin before his time and strive to appreciate how the world he was born into came to be.


1 The shofar is a ram’s horn, still used in Jewish ritual; the etrog is a Near Eastern citrus fruit, depicted as a heart shape with a stem to memorialize Jews known for both learning and good deeds.




I
Greeks, Jews, and Romans

The People Jesus Knew
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THE AXIAL AGE was over. It had lasted three hundred years—from the late seventh century B.C. to the late fourth—a very long time. In Confucian China, it had seen the burgeoning of reasonableness and courtly moderation, as well as the mystical depths uncovered by the Tao of Lao-Tsu. In India, the great age had produced the ineffable example of Gautama Buddha, reforming the chaos of more ancient systems and revealing the steps to personal peace. In Iran, the priest Zarathustra had spoken to the Persians, who carried the fire ceremony and the Zoroastrian vision of a cosmic battle between good and evil beyond the borders of Mesopotamia, situated between the legendary Tigris and Euphrates in the fertile delta where civilization had first shown itself. Just west of Mesopotamia, in the tiny, unstable kingdoms of Israel and Judah, the Hebrew prophets rose, giving to the bizarre monotheism of their singular people an ethical foundation so profound that the Jews could never entirely forsake it. In the isles and peninsulas of Greece, the Axial Age saw the flowering of what would come to be called “philosophy”—love of wisdom for its own sake—and of a noble “politics” (another Greek term) that took the name “democracy.” This same time and place saw the invention of drama and its division into “tragedy” and “comedy” in a theater that has never been equaled, as well as the first attempts to write what the Greeks called “history.”

These distinct developments within the limits of these ancient cultures certainly showed similarities to one another. In the words of Arnaldo Momigliano, the most learned and nimble interpreter of antiquity in our age: “All these civilizations display literacy, a complex political organization combining central government and local authorities, elaborate town-planning, advanced metal technology and the practice of international diplomacy. In all these civilizations there is a profound tension between political powers and intellectual movements. Everywhere one notices attempts to introduce greater purity, greater justice, greater perfection and a more universal explanation of things. New models of reality, either mystically or prophetically or rationally apprehended, are propounded as a criticism of, and alternative to, the prevailing models.”

But these cultural developments proceeded in parallel. They never intersected, never influenced one another save in the most marginal ways, so that the world we find as the curtain rises on the third century B.C. is still a world of separate societies, each enclosed by its own characteristic language and values, each with its own Golden Age to look back on, populated by its own heroes. In the mind of a third-century Athenian, the philosophers Socrates and Plato, the dramatists Sophocles and Euripides, the political leader Pericles, the sculptor Phidias, and the historian Herodotus lived still, and he, living in a lesser age, bore these standards of excellence within him for reference and judgment. He knew nothing of Abraham and Moses, David and Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, the figures who lived in the mind of every inhabitant of third-century Jerusalem, just a few nautical miles east across the Mediterranean. But as early as the late fourth century, this cultural exclusiveness was beginning to dissolve; and by the time of Jesus the better part of the ancient world—from Asia Minor to the Atlantic, from North Africa to the edges of the frosty forests that concealed the northern barbarians—had been soldered together by forces so strong that, with only a few notable breaks, the cultural unity has held ever since.

ALEXANDER THE GREAT, the man who would make all the difference, was born in July of 356 B.C., son of Philip II, king of the Greek outpost of Macedon, and a mother who was determined that her child would grow up to be greater than his father. During Alexander’s childhood, Philip’s ambition made Macedon feared; and he gradually extended its power south into the Greek peninsulas and east through the Balkans, creating a sort of “greater Greece,” a unity of politics, language, and culture, where Philip was overlord, the Greek gods were given uniform worship, and Greek culture heroes from Socrates to Herodotus were held in high esteem.

His father’s aggressions frightened the child Alexander, but for one reason only: “There will be nothing left for me to conquer,” pouted the prince, when news of his progenitor’s sensational victories was brought to him. While still a teenager, Alexander successfully acted as regent in his father’s absence and at eighteen was given command of the left wing of the Macedonian cavalry at the battle of Chaeronea, which, thanks largely to Alexander’s brilliant performance, smashed the combined might of the Greek city-states of Athens, principal city of mainland Greece, and Thebes, chief city of Boeotia and Oedipus’s legendary capital. If Chaeronea was decisive for world history, it was also decisive for Alexander’s destiny: ever after he was seen as unstoppable. This beautiful boy of the “melting eye,” who modestly inclined his head to one side, had overcome the strength of the Athenian federation, even to the extent of crushing the mystical might of the Sacred Band of Thebes, a supposedly invincible posse of superheroes.

It helps to have a mother who believes in you, one who whispers constantly in your perfectly formed little ear that you are the beloved of the gods and your father is just a temporary obstacle. Scarcely a year after the glorious victory at Chaeronea, Philip, full of himself, humiliated Alexander’s mother, the meddlesome Olympias, by taking another, much younger wife. It is not surprising that the names of Olympias and Alexander were ever after linked to the conspiracy that all assumed lay behind the savage assassination of the king during the first year of his new marriage.

Alexander found himself at twenty king of Macedon, hegemon (or “leader”) of the Corinthian League of Greek city-states that his father had formed in the aftermath of Chaeronea, and commander in chief of an army of forty thousand troops and 160 warships that Philip had assembled to challenge the hegemony of the fabulous and detested Persian empire, which lay to the east. Before setting out for Persia, Alexander took the time to put down an annoying little rebellion among the Thebans, unhappy with their reduced status. The young king acted swiftly and with appalling decisiveness: he massacred the Thebans, destroyed their city, and enslaved the survivors. This unrestrained cruelty, carried out with cool calculation and obviously intended as a universal lesson, resounded through the Greek world, and no other city-state dared give trouble during the long absence of the king throughout his coming years of war.

It took Alexander several years to break the power of Persia. In November of 333 at the battle of Issus in the Syrian mountains, Darius III, king of the Persians, himself led his army and was forced to flee the field. In responding dismissively to Darius’s subsequent suit for peace, Alexander signed himself “Lord of Asia,” giving the first hint that what he had in mind was a prize greater than even greater Persia, in its day the most extensive empire the world had known. During the grueling course of Alexander’s seven-month siege of Tyre, the Phoenician port city on the Levantine coast that had supplied the backbone of Darius’s fleet, Darius made the desperate offer of half his kingdom. “Heaven cannot support two suns, nor earth two masters,” replied the Lord of Asia, who went on to destroy the entire Persian fleet and to make of Tyre the same sort of terrifying example he had made of Thebes. What the Greeks had learned the Asians now knew: do not cross Alexander.

He traveled south, captured Gaza, and invaded Egypt, where the charred catastrophes of Thebes and Tyre were not forgotten and where there was now not even a whisper of opposition. There in that archaic land, mysterious even to the ancients, the bulbous crown of Egypt was placed on his golden locks, and he was declared Pharaoh and “Son of God.” To Egyptians the god in question was Amon-Ra, the sun; to Alexander’s Greek battalions, it was Zeus, the god of gods. And in Egypt, Alexander built at the mouth of the Nile what would become the greatest city of the ancient world for the next two hundred years—Alexandria, the first of dozens by that name throughout the growing empire of the Son of God.

But Alexander had more work before him. Darius had escaped his clutches and was gathering a new army in the heart of Persia. Alexander pursued him, winning the decisive battle of Gaugamela on the Tigris, after which Darius contrived his penultimate escape. Alexander let him go and set his face toward capturing Babylon, Susa, and Persepolis, Darius’s capital, where he burned the royal palace to the ground. In June of 330, the Macedonian changed course and set out in full pursuit of the Persian king, who escaped him one last time only because he was stabbed to death by his disaffected deputies. The unfortunate Darius’s dying request was for Alexander to avenge him. Kings, even if they are enemies, always have something in common; and Alexander happily hunted down the regicides. After all, the King of Kings, as he began to style himself, cannot allow the murder of his revered predecessor to go unpunished. Alexander, who could now portray himself as Darius’s avenger and legitimate successor, also began to assume the elaborate dress, paint, and bodily ornamentation of the Persian royal court—Oriental affectations that did not sit well with his homespun Macedonian guard, the same Macedonians who had been so rigorously trained by his late father. What decorations he did not keep for himself he sent home, along with massive quantities of precious plate and purple, to Mother.

The King of Kings still had plenty of opposition on his hands, obdurate resistance especially in Bactria and Sogdiana, satrapies to the north and east (that correspond roughly to today’s Afghanistan and Uzbekistan). His pacification of these difficult areas was aided mightily by his taking in late 328 a Sogdian princess for wife. Her name was Roxane. She was young, she was beautiful, and she seems to have been the unwitting victim of an ancient public relations scheme to give the unpopular new king a better image with truculent ethnics in the far northeast of his domains. The word went out that Alexander and Roxane were madly in love. Of course, the royal marriage, though it produced an heir, didn’t mean that the King of Kings had to give up his favorite catamite, who continued to keep his accustomed place in the royal bed. This marriage to a foreign prisoner of war was no more popular with the Macedonians than was Alexander’s new wardrobe.

The King of Kings began to establish settlements in the outlying territories, garrisons commanded by his faithful Macedonians. They were labeled new Greek “cities,” and the motive ascribed to Alexander in creating them was that he wished to spread the benefits of Greek culture. In reality, these fortifications kept the population quiescent and awarded to fed-up Macedonian warriors the customary spoils of victory—a free hand in the oppression of the local populations and the rape of their economies.

In every age, professional soldiers, especially those engaged for years in combat, have been heavy drinkers, and Alexander and his men were no exception. But Alexander, it was noticed, had begun to drink more heavily than most and to grow unreasonable and violent on such occasions. One night, in his cups, Alexander killed Black Clitus, a trusty old lieutenant of Philip’s who had once saved Alexander’s life, for deriding the increasing “Orientalism” of the Alexandrine court. Alexander had even begun to insist that his subjects approach him by falling forward on the ground in complete prostrations, as Darius’s had done, for in the East the king was taken for a god. When the royal pages were discovered plotting Alexander’s murder, they were of course summarily executed, but not before giving as the justification for their attempt the king’s exceedingly un-Greek behavior. Alexander, increasingly isolated, trusted ever fewer counselors and could no longer treat anyone, even the most belaureled veteran of his father’s campaigns, as an intimate. The exception was young Hephestion, his favorite boon companion, who never lost the king’s confidence.
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THE EMPIRE OF ALEXANDER THE GREAT

At the time of his death in 323 B.C., the territories under Alexander’s sway stretched from the Greek mainland in the west to the east banks of the rivers Indus and Hyphasis in central Asia and as far south as southern Egypt. (The Persian Empire, which Alexander conquered, had also been extensive: beginning in the area of Persepolis, it had stretched far north into the Caucasus on both sides of the Caspian Sea; but it never reached as far as Europe, Africa, or Asia east of the Indus.) The broken line along the Persian Gulf shows the route of the Greek fleet as it returned home from Alexander’s last campaign.

Alexander, now in command of forces that numbered in the hundred thousands (goodly numbers in a time when the population of the globe was less than two hundred million), continued to look east. Though once Persia was conquered he sent home the troops of the Corinthian League, whom he had never trusted, he did not mean to stop even at the farthest frontiers of the old empire. Ahead lay India and then, so it was thought, the Great Sea—the very end of the earth. What was to prevent him from ruling the world?

The Greek forces entered the mountains of the Hindu Kush in 327 and, with increasing savagery, carved a path for themselves as far east as the River Hyphasis (Beas in modern Pakistan), at which point the unthinkable happened: the army refused to go farther. Alexander had to concede; but he did choose the route home—not the way they’d come but a journey down the Indus, then a forced march west into Persia. It was an insane project, not only because much of the terrain was unknown, but because Alexander’s favored route contained highly fortified cities guarded by Indian warriors as adept at warfare as any Macedonian and led by Brahmins, whose fierce ancestors had come from the same stock of marauding Indo-European horsemen as the Greek nobles. Even for Alexander’s hardened troops the bloodshed was unparalleled; and then, once they reached the delta of the Indus, Alexander insisted that they make their way across the Gedrosian desert, which was known to have defeated every army that had ever attempted to traverse it. Where all others had failed, even the legendary Semiramis and Cyrus the Great, founder of the Persian empire, Alexander would succeed. If he could not have the whole world, he would at least leave an indelible reputation as the only invincible man.

The Greek army made it through the desert—about a quarter of them, that is. The others, as many as ninety thousand men, were left to die on the desert floor, their bodies sucked dry by a pitiless sun. Along the Persian coast, the soldiers who remained on their feet at last caught sight of the fleet, which managed to sail (the first ships ever to do so) along the coast and up the Gulf all the way from the Indus to the Euphrates. Thence did the creaking vessels bear home not an army of conquering heroes but a motley cargo of bitter and broken men.

This was early in the year 324, and Alexander had but one more year to live. His last days were troubled, not only by the intrigues and corruption of the deputies he’d left behind, but by the refusal of some Greeks to worship him as a living god, an honor he had come to expect in the East. This ruler of the world, who could have anything he wanted by snapping his fingers, seems to have been able to squeeze less and less joy out of life. He took a second wife. His court was crowded with three thousand actors and artists and as many as thirty thousand dancing boys. He was surrounded by soothsayers and priests, sacrificing, purifying, telling the future. Their oracles did not lift the king’s spirits. Hephestion’s death in late 324 took much of the remaining life out of him. He had the attending physician crucified; then, his grief still unassuaged, he fell upon the pitiable Cosseans, putting their entire nation to the sword—which remedy seems to have improved his humor, for we find him in the spring of 323 in Babylon, restless as ever, gathering a gargantuan force in preparation for invading the Arabian Peninsula. But in Babylon he fell ill, and in early June he died, weeks short of his thirty-third birthday.

The accomplishments of Alexander, fueled by his incomparable daring, inspired ancient writers. Where modern historians count the casualties and detect cruelty and inhumanity, the ancients saw only glory. Public action—that is, by war and conquest—was the most dangerous and, in consequence, the most noble of all human endeavors. Alexander was, therefore, “the Great,” the greatest man who had ever lived. If Plato was the measure of all subsequent philosophy and Phidias of all attempts to carve a man in marble, Alexander was the measure of man himself. We may think such a value system outmoded or remote, but it was not so long ago that Napolean enchanted Europe in his quest to be the modern Alexander, nor were such values unknown to the generals and kommandants of the twentieth century, and God knows they continue to infect the brains of all those who take up weapons of destruction in what they believe to be a noble cause. Indeed, down the whole course of history, the invincible warrior with raised sword has been the archetypal hero of the human race.

Wherever one may stand on these matters, in one thing Alexander’s accomplishment is unassailable. The man loved Greek, both as a language and as a literature. His love of reading was undoubtedly an inspiration to his successors, who vied with one another not only politically and militarily but culturally, each dynasty meaning to outdo the others in its commitment to learning and literature. In the Great King’s eponymous city of Egyptian Alexandria, for instance, there rose ancient civilization’s most massive library, containing (or so it was thought) “all the books in the world,” a library whose destruction by fire in 47 B.C. is lamented to this day. And though it would be Eurocentrically embarrassing and a little absurd to assert, as was still asserted well into this century, that Alexander succeeded in raising the whole world to the highest standards of civilization (Greek civilization, that is), he did unite the known world by giving it a universal language. Since the racist Greeks believed all languages but theirs defective, they refused to learn the tongues of their conquered neighbors, thus forcing everyone else to learn at least a little Greek. This language as it evolved in popular parlance lacked many of the elegant refinements of Plato, but it was a Greek everyone could learn—a koine (or common) tongue, as it was called—and it was serviceable and strong.

Languages bring values with them, and one cannot learn a language without making one’s own the things the civilization that developed the language considers important. The warrior as the greatest of all human figures—this was not something confined to the Greeks but enshrined in every ancient language (which is why it still lies hidden in the languages of our day). But the Greeks had their own powerful words and phrases which, once learned, gave the speaker a specifically Greek outlook. One could not learn Greek without reading Homer, and one could not read Homer without encountering the Greek heroes and the Greek gods. Alexander, who slept with his dagger and a copy of the Iliad under his pillow, believed himself descended from Achilles, the greatest of all Greek warriors, as well as from Hercules, the god of invincible strength, and from Asiatic Dionysos, the dark, impetuous, havoc-provoking god of wine. In learning to read Homer and the Greek playwrights, one ingested a whole mythology, indeed a whole psychology. In reading Plato and the Stoics, one absorbed a whole philosophy of life. By making use of the rhetorical models of Demosthenes,1 the student of Greek learned how to write a letter and to shape a speech—how to argue a point and present his arguments to best advantage.

We needn’t imagine that every Iranian garrison commander had studied Demosthenes or that every Levantine merchant could quote Homer to understand that whatever Greek they knew affected their outlook. Similarly, common English words and phrases adopted nowadays throughout the world give even simple people, living in cultures bound by non-Western myths, access to such values as progress, democracy, technology, and capitalism (even if one should see these values through the eyes of inflexible traditionalists: as contempt for traditions of authority and discipline and love of chaos and of self at the expense of the common good).

And just as anyone in our world may turn on a television and see well-stocked refrigerators and family cars as desirable components of the American Way of Life, anyone in the ancient world that Alexander had united could raise his eyes to the horizon and see there the reasonable Greek temple, decorated with the stories of gods and heroes, place of prayers and offerings to the forces of fate. Nearby was the gymnasion (from which we derive our word gymnasium and the Germans their word for high school), where young male athletes trained in the nude and, after their vigorous workouts, sat at the feet of a philosopher, as Alexander had once sat at the feet of Aristotle, Plato’s most famous pupil, whom his father had employed as royal tutor.2 (This was not a simple act of paternal affection on Philip’s part. The Greeks thought of the Macedonians as shabby cousins at best, and it was essential for the Macedonian royal family to assert convincingly its Greek bona fides.) Within the compass of Alexander’s far-flung empire, then, Greek was the lingua franca, disseminated first by soldiers and administrators, then by the businessmen, traders, priests, oracles, trainers, and tutors who followed in their wake; and everywhere one was confronted with Greek assumptions, Greek images, the Greek Way of Life.

IT WAS NOT a way of life that everyone welcomed. Like orthodox Muslims of our own time, many of the Jews of the eastern Mediterranean viewed the innovating intromission of foreign values into their society as an infection that might prove fatal. They resented mightily what they took to be these dangerous, exotic fashions that their less thoughtful countrymen were adopting with such gusto. They remembered their own unique history—their forebear Abraham whom their God had called by name to become the father of a great nation, a nation with a salvific role for all humanity; their incomparable leader Moses, who had led them out of cruel slavery in pagan Egypt and given them the Torah, their Law and Way of Life; David, their rocklike poet-king, who had given them the thrilling words of his psalms and, by conquering all their neighbors, had made them safe in the Holy Land that God had said was theirs.

It had been a long time, though, since the Jews had been safe. The happy Davidic kingdom had been torn in two in the generations after David, so long ago that it now seemed a myth. The larger portion to the north—Israel—had then been chewed up by Sargon II of Assyria, who had deported its inhabitants, the Ten Lost Tribes, into slavery and replaced them with his own settlers; the southern portion—Judah—had been wrecked by Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, who had burned to the ground the wonderful Temple that David’s son Solomon had built and where their God had resided invisible above the Tablets of his Law. Like Sargon before him, Nebuchadnezzar had deported much of the population, who languished in Babylon for two generations, till the great Persian king Cyrus, illustrious predecessor of the unfortunate Darius, overcame the Babylonians in the late sixth century and allowed the Jews to return to their devastated homeland. Not that their own prophets hadn’t warned them that they faced just such disasters if they didn’t amend their evil ways—that is, if they didn’t live in the light of God’s demanding justice, if they didn’t stop worshiping other gods and return to the worship of the God of the Unspeakable Name, the only god who was real.

So now, now that they finally had come to understand the message of the prophets, were they to abandon the living God and run after the dead gods of bronze and wood that these foreigners were setting up? Their God would surely take revenge, a revenge more horrible even than the earlier deportations and destructions. If the Jews forsook the Way of God and once again adorned themselves in the cultural trinkets of the gentiles, the catastrophes of the past would pale before the coming one, the complete catastrophe. And surely such a catastrophe was at hand. As these foreign novelties pressed down upon them and all but a remnant abandoned the ancient ways, how could any sane observer doubt that he was witnessing the steps leading to Apocalypse, the dreadful Day of the Lord?

What the Jews were thinking was of small consequence beyond the borders of their fragment of a kingdom. It is a mark of how unimportant they had become that Plutarch, Alexander’s biographer, doesn’t even bother to relate that the Macedonian conquered the Jews. He must have, because we know that he marched his army from Tyre to Gaza, and he could not have done so without encountering the Jews, who were certainly in no position to stop him. Perhaps they were relieved to be rid of the Persians, their previous overlords. More likely by this point, one conqueror seemed neither better nor worse than another. In a world that worshiped military might and ever larger spheres of influence, the Jews could not expect to live in freedom, save by a miracle. And a miracle, whether of exaltation or destruction, is just what a people whose day is past, who have been unceremoniously pushed into a confined space at the margins of history, are wont to hope for.

Even if, his sights on bigger game, Alexander immediately forgot the Jews, he did not rule them long. Soon after his untimely death, his son by Roxane was put to the sword, as were Roxane herself, Alexander’s half-witted brother, Philip, and at last that skillful survivor, the dowager empress Olympias. No blood relative of Alexander’s was left alive. The army, which would have none of them on the throne of Macedon, was taking no chances. Many of Alexander’s closest companions-in-arms, those who had survived so many campaigns, were already dead or dying; the others were assassinated. The greatest empire the world had ever seen was broken up among conspiring officers of the second rank: Antigonus II, son of Philip’s legendary general Antigonus the One-Eyed, mounted the throne to control both Macedon and Greece; Ptolemy took Egypt, and the Ptolemaic line would last there in its glorious capital of Alexandria, the bones of Alexander interred in the great mausoleum beside the library, till the last of the line, Cleopatra, would end her own life with an asp at her breast; Seleucus took up rule at Antioch in Syria and from there the Seleucids ruled the arc of Asia from the Aegean to the Indus. The Levant, which lay between Syria and Egypt, was at first in vassalage to Egypt. But in 200 B.C., the Seleucid monarch Antiochus III won the Levant from the Ptolemies in battle, after which the Seleucids from their capital of Antioch ruled the entire eastern Mediterranean, including the negligible patch called Judah.

However highly the world may have regarded Alexander and mourned his passing, those perennial outsiders the Jews had a more jaundiced view, which is summed up nicely in the opening paragraph of the First Book of Maccabees:


Alexander of Macedon son of Philip … defeated Darius king of the Persians and Medes, whom he succeeded as ruler.… He undertook many campaigns, gained possession of many fortresses, and put the local kings to death. So he advanced to the ends of the earth, plundering nation after nation; the earth grew silent before him and his ambitious heart swelled with pride. He assembled very powerful forces and subdued provinces, nations, and princes, and they became his tributaries.… Alexander had reigned twelve years when he died. Each of his officers established himself in his own region. All assumed crowns after his death, they and their heirs after them for many years, bringing increasing evils on the world.



What is especially impressive about this terse, dry-eyed epitome is its sympathy for the world of fellow sufferers, far beyond the borders of Judah and known to the writer of this chronicle only by report. The growing silence of the earth as nation after nation is plundered and laid low by Alexander, the increasing evils brought on the world by generation after generation of such predatory activity: these are extraordinary images to come upon in ancient records, which seldom waste space on the sufferings of losers. But, then, it is seldom people at the invigorating center of events—the ones who normally write the first drafts of history—who see clearly what has happened, especially the “increasing evils” wrought by those who blindly pursue their own wealth and power. Rather, it is the dispossessed, the ones who have been relegated to the margins, whose eyes are open and who know what wounds they bear.

A decade or so before the end of the sixth century B.C., the Jews had completed the rebuilding of their Temple, ever after called the Second Temple. But the Holy of Holies was empty. According to the Talmud, several important things were missing, most notably the Ark of the Covenant—which had contained the Ten Commandments, the very heart of the Law of Moses—and the Spirit of God, who had fled with the destruction of the Ark. Without God’s living presence, prophecy, which depended on the Spirit, must necessarily dwindle; and by the time the First Book of Maccabees was written (at the end of the second century B.C.), its author had reason to lament that there were no longer any prophets about that one could count on to settle difficult matters definitively and give the sort of advice one might act on with confidence.

The First Book of Maccabees lives in a kind of canonical limbo: considered an inspired book of the Bible by most Christians but, since we no longer have the Hebrew original, only a Greek translation, never accepted by the rabbis into the canon of the Hebrew Bible and relegated to an appendix of “apocrypha” by Martin Luther and subsequent Protestants. It certainly reads nothing like the Torah, the normative Five Books of Moses, to which Judaism gives its deepest reverence. Nor is there anything of prophetic ecstasy and terror in it. It isn’t even much like the Bible’s primitive “historical” books, which chronicle in saga-like form the exploits of such outsized figures as David and Solomon. It is, even if the original was written in Hebrew, a species of Greek history. For, though it takes a sober view of Alexander and all his ilk, it reads very like Plutarch’s and all the other histories that were churned out regularly by authors throughout the Greek world. Just as Plutarch depended largely on the correspondence contained in Alexander’s archive and on diaries of eyewitnesses, the author of First Maccabees has reviewed the correspondence in the royal archive of the Seleucids and eyewitness accounts kept in the Temple at Jerusalem. Like Plutarch, he is interested in phenomena, like dreams and visions, to which a modern historian would be unlikely to devote so much attention; and, like historians in every age, he is looking for a meaning beneath the chaotic surface of events. But he understands that he is bound by rules of evidence, research, and fact checking: he is a scholar, using the Greek methods of scholarship that were current in his day.

But if he borrows Greek form, the content of his story is decidedly Jewish. Its hero is Judas Maccabeus, known to the world not only for his appearance here but because Dante in the Divine Comedy discovers him in Paradise, because he is the title character of Handel’s stirring oratorio, and because the story of Hanukkah, the Jewish Festival of Lights celebrated each December, is largely a celebration of Judas himself.

The Seleucids were engaged, like all successful successors to Alexander, in actively Hellenizing their conquests. After all, uniformity of culture and standardization of its procedures made governing so much simpler. When toward the end of the third century B.C. the Seleucid king Antiochus Epiphanes proposed a gymnasion for Jerusalem, all too many Jews were eager to imitate their betters by taking out gym memberships and running around naked (a practice alien to the modest Judeans, among whom public nudity, so prevalent in the ancient world—at least among males—was quite unknown). Because the perfect male body was for the Greeks a kind of physical expression of spirit—the harder the pecs and the tighter the buns the more spiritual you were—any deformity or deviation from the norms of perfection (ideally expressed in the work of sculptors like Phidias and Praxiteles) was viewed with repugnance. If a missing ear or toe rendered one an object of derision, imagine what circumcision did. So the Jews who were especially eager to be Greek began to “disguise their circumcision,” as First Maccabees puts it discreetly—that is, they underwent epispasm, a painful (and often unsuccessful) exercise in ancient plastic surgery.

But circumcision was not for the Jews an arbitrary or optional practice: it was the sign of the Covenant between them and their God, the seal that told that God had chosen them from among the nations. It was the very thing that separated them from all the others—the confirmation of their Jewish identity. Without it, they were no longer a people.

By giving his encouragement to the Hellenizing party among the Jews, Antiochus was merely laying the groundwork for more appalling schemes. Empires need cash, and Antiochus’s was no exception. What he really needed to get his hands on was the Temple treasury. He occupied Jerusalem and built there a typical Greek Acra (or citadel of military administration), which towered over the Temple, a message for all to see and understand. As First Maccabees tells it, the Greeks “installed there a brood of sinners [the occupying Greeks], of renegades [the Hellenized Jews], who fortified themselves inside it, storing arms and provisions, and depositing there the loot they had collected from Jerusalem. They were,” as First Maccabees puts it mildly, “to prove a great trouble.”

The initial Hellenizing, promoted as a generous cultural outpouring on the part of Antiochus and anxiously received as such by many of Jerusalem’s citizens (“He built us the gymnasion and now the lovely Acra”), was but the first step. Having softened up the citizens and sown cultural confusion, Antiochus could now proceed as he liked. Wouldn’t it make sense, in the interests of unity, for all the king’s subjects to become “a single people,” giving up their peculiar ethnic customs, which only militate against harmony? Shouldn’t—oh, to take one example—the Temple of Jerusalem be open to all, as are all Greek temples in all the cities of the empire, open for all to worship whichever god they wish? Why should the city’s central house of worship be closed to all men of goodwill and open only to this odd little sect within a sect? Why, isn’t it plain that most of their compatriots long for an open Temple that allows complete freedom of worship, as do all proper temples through which the breeze of reason blows?

Within Hellenistic religious culture, there was always room for one more god. Athens was Athena’s city, but of course all the gods were welcome there—no point in narrowing one’s options; better to hedge one’s bets. In any case, no one but the simple took the gods en masse too seriously, and those who studied philosophy had come to understand that the pantheon of gods was but a metaphor for higher things. The real purpose of religion—at the popular level—was to unify the populace. Let everyone worship his favorite god in some niche or other, but let’s all sacrifice at the same altar, climb the same steps, and wander through the same colonnades. Let the Jews have their god, by all means—who’s stopping them?—and let us all have ours. And no provincial exclusiveness, please.

From one perspective, it sounds so reasonable, not unlike the “patriotic associations” that China insists all churches be controlled by. To a party apparatchik, what could be wrong with patriotism, with insisting that Chinese churches be free of foreign interference? But if you believe that the Church is universal and cannot be confined within one country, such patriotism will “prove a great trouble.” Similarly—but even more fundamentally—for the core of Jewish believers, there was but one God, who could not be depicted in stone or set beside the dead gods of the pagans because he was the living God, the Creator-beyond-all-creation. To the Greek mind, the unwillingness to compromise in religious matters—which were not all that important, anyway—was impious, unpatriotic, maybe even seditious. For the Jews, religion was the Way of Life; it had nothing in common with the empty rituals of the Greeks.

Then, “on the fifteenth day of Chislev in the year 145”—in the reckoning of the Seleucid dynasty (that is, in late December of 167 B.C.)—“the king set the Abomination of Desolation on the altar of holocausts,” according to the horrified chronicler of First Maccabees. This thing was a statue of Olympian Zeus, king of the Greek gods (also known in Asia Minor as Baal, for the Greeks were happy to have their gods take local names), now given pride of place in the Temple of the living God and defiling both the Temple and the Jewish people with unimaginable sacrilege. Whoever objected, whoever persisted in the old, exclusive ways, whoever had her children circumcised, whoever refused to perform his civic duty and make sacrifices in the customary manner to the pantheon of gods was put to the sword—mothers with their circumcised infants “hung round their necks.” The new order was publicized as the triumph of reason over backwardness and superstition. And the current Lord of Asia at last controlled the Temple treasury, as he did all other treasuries in his domains, as was his right.

But there are humiliations a proud people—even one oppressed for generations—cannot abide. Judas Maccabeus (“Hammer-like”) rose and, calling to himself all those who loved the Law, made war upon the gentiles. This man, one of five brothers inspired by their dying father, energized his outraged troops and won battle after battle. Judas understood that, even if they are outnumbered, those who fight for a cause can overcome those who, like many of the Greek troops, are mercenaries fighting only for a pay packet or hapless ordinary men drafted against their will. “It is easy,” cried Judas to his partisans, “for a great number to be defeated by a few.… They are coming against us in full-blown insolence and lawlessness to destroy us, our wives, and our children, and to plunder us; but we are fighting for our lives and our laws, and he will crush them before our eyes; do not be afraid of them.” By this point in Jewish history, the reverence accorded the Name of God was so great that all references were indirect. None of Judas’s troops required any instruction in who “he” was.

Antiochus’s rage at this rebellion and his subsequent mustering of an overwhelming force made clear to the partisans that their defeat would spell the end not only of their lives and those of their families but of Judaism itself. They had no choice but victory. Judas’s army stealthily left its position at Mizpah, eight miles north of Jerusalem, while the Greek general, who bore the unfortunate name of Gorgias, intending a surprise attack, advanced by night upon the now-empty Jewish camp with a handpicked force of six thousand men. But the Jewish army, some three thousand in all and lacking “the armor and swords they would have wished,” moved simultaneously toward the royal base camp at Emmaus, closer to Jerusalem. When they beheld it, the Jews were astonished by the gentile encampment, fortified and surrounded by cavalry—“clearly people who understood warfare.” But the guerrillas had not forgotten the stirring words of their general, the Hammer of God.

Morning was just breaking and the Greek soldiers were still rubbing their eyes when the Jews fell on them, precipitating confusion, easy slaughter, and flight. The Jews set fire to the camp and pursued the Greeks across the plain, hacking all the way and severely compromising the opposing army, which lost as many men as Judas had been able to muster. Gorgias and his handpicked force, returning just in time to see the fires rising from their ruined camp, the backs of their companions in flight, the bodies of Greeks scattered across the plain, and Judas’s troops drawn up against them, fled to Philistine territory, beyond the reach of the Jews.

In the following year, Judas, now with ten thousand at his side and invoking the great name of David, Jerusalem’s beloved warrior-king, defeated a Greek force that was more than six times the size of the Jewish army. Then, keeping the army of the Acra at bay, he entered Jerusalem to undo the blasphemy. The sanctuary of the Temple was deserted, the altar horribly desecrated, the gates burned down, the courts as filled with vegetation “as it might in a wood or on some mountain.” The Jews “prostrated themselves on the ground, and when the trumpets gave the signal they cried aloud to Heaven.” Priests who were “blameless and zealous for the Law” removed the “stones of the Pollution” to a cesspool. The Jews pulled down the profaned altar of burnt offering and “deposited the stones in a suitable place … to await the appearance of a prophet”—sadly, there was none—“who should give a ruling about them.” They made a new altar from unhewn stones, restored the Holy of Holies, forged new sacred vessels, lit the lamps of the great menorah, and made an eight-day celebration, singing psalms and playing music “with rejoicing and with gladness.” This is the Feast of Hanukkah (or [Re]Dedication), to which the pleasant legend later attached that there was found in the Temple a cruse of oil sufficient for only one night’s illumination, but the miraculous oil burned for eight nights, inspiring the Jewish domestic custom of lighting lamps during the eight nights of the commemoration.

This festival marks an extraordinary moment in the history of the ancient world, a triumph over the prevailing religious indifferentism and over the tyrant’s assumed right to regulate the heart as well as the realm. What is most inspiring about Hanukkah is that it memorializes the first clear victory in history for freedom of worship, a celebration that, as contemporary rabbis point out, belongs to all religious people.

THE STORY OF THE MACCABEES (Judas’s nickname was eventually used of his whole family) has more to impart to us than a simple tale of victory over tyranny. The chronicler’s exacting Greek method of approaching his material shows how far alien techniques and ideas had penetrated Jewish society by the end of the second century B.C. and that, no matter the vigilance of any ethnarchy, it cannot withstand the siren song of the larger society that encompasses it. Even the most faithful Jews were now part of the Greek world; and, like it or not, by adopting its techniques, they were adopting at least some of its values.

Judas, though he created a new balance between believing Jews and their Greek overlords, did not succeed in wresting the Acra from the Greeks and could not, given his limited resources, overcome Greek power permanently or establish a new political order. His later campaigns, however, which broadened the territory under direct Jewish control, grew more savage, taking up the Alexander principle of putting whole cities to the sword and dealing mercilessly with whoever dared defy him. The militancy of the Maccabees not only divided Jewish society but led to the rise of the Zealots, the armed revolutionaries who would at last draw upon Judah the unwonted attentions of an empire far more powerful than even the Greeks could have imagined, an empire that would in A.D. 70 crush Jerusalem like a gnat, leaving “not a stone upon a stone.” The leveled city would not again know Jewish ownership till our day, when the Maccabees were “rediscovered” by Israeli Zionists, who made them culture heroes once again and gave them new legitimacy.

Ironically, however, the later Maccabees would hardly join the revolution their ancestors inspired. Instead, they became the disappointing Hasmoneans, a dynastic family whose prede-cessors sprang from an unimportant line that had made no mark on Jewish history prior to the Maccabees. Thus, they had no legitimate claim to the offices they came to occupy—of local ruler and high priest, both offices at times devolving on one man—because they descended neither from the seed of Aaron, Moses’s brother and the first high priest, nor from the seed of David, the champion who had once united the Twelve Tribes of Israel into one great kingdom. The “legitimacy” of the Maccabee-Hasmoneans rested rather on their complicity with the monarch of the moment. Judas had taught the king a lesson that subsequent Greek and Roman leaders did not forget. Future rulers would normally come to the sensible conclusion that it is better not to stir the pot of Judah unnecessarily but to put a Jew in charge, especially one as accommodating—and enthusiastic about imperial taxation—as the Hasmoneans gradually became. The majority of Jews came to view these Jewish overlords as oppressors. The last and least distinguished of the line are well known to us: the Herods.

This sorry state of affairs poisoned even the atmosphere of the holy Temple, held hostage to a gang of priest-pretenders who, like so many Renaissance cardinals, had little interest in God or prayer, whose interest in wealth and ignorance of religion led them to take rigidly conservative positions, and whose piety was not so much suspect as nonexistent. But a people so absorbed with God cannot be left so spiritually poor. In reaction to the Hasmonean dilution of Judaism, countermovements developed.

The members of one of these movements abandoned the Temple and took to the desert. They were called Essenes,3 and we knew little about them before 1947, when the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered by a Bedouin shepherd boy who, idly throwing stones into a dark cave near Qumran, south of Jericho, heard an unexpected clunk—the sound of his stone fracturing an ancient urn, which turned out to be one of scores of such urns filled with hundreds of scrolls. Almost all scholars now agree that these scrolls (and fragments) of papyrus and leather are the remains of an extensive Essene library, squirreled away for safekeeping in eleven separate caves during a time of civil unrest (perhaps in Jerusalem’s last hour) and successfully hidden from view for nineteen hundred years. The scrolls, containing biblical books in versions far more ancient than anything we previously possessed, have also yielded documents unknown till now, giving rich evidence of the elusive community that preserved them.

To all intents and purposes, the Essenes were celibate Jewish monks, permanently severed from a society that had grown degenerate, and they were a shocking development within a religion that had come close to worshiping generativity and worldly involvement. Abraham had been promised progeny; and all the promises God had made to the Jews revolved around the ultimate success of “their seed” within the confines of this world. How, then, could a movement of pious Jews forsake the obligation (and concomitant pleasure) of sexual reproduction and the joys of material life? If this strikes one as grotesque, almost as remarkable is the evidence, contained in the scroll entitled The Manual of Discipline, that in addition to chastity, the Essenes were effectively vowed to poverty (or the community of goods) and obedience, submitting to near-military control by the Essene leaders.

Because God’s Temple, now in the hands of time-servers and worse, had been irreparably compromised, there was only one course the righteous could take: to withdraw from the world, since it must be coming to an end. The high priest of the Temple, the “Wicked Priest,” though “called by the name of truth when he first arose,” had betrayed God and built “with blood a city of vanity,” a city that robbed the poor to fatten the rich. There is good reason to identify this priest with Jonathan Maccabeus, Judas’s younger brother, who was appointed high priest after Judas’s death and played footsie with the Seleucids. His opposite number in the Dead Sea Scrolls is “the Teacher of Righteousness,” a kind of abbot of the community, of whom we know nothing outside the Scrolls. All indications pointed in the direction of a final battle, which the Essene community believed would soon be waged, between “the Sons of Darkness and the Sons of Light,” who would have the archangel Michael as their champion. It was this proximate apocalypse that supported the Essenes’ radical lifestyle: if the world was about to end, generativity, property, and personal freedom were beside the point. What evidence we have also suggests that John the Baptizer, Jesus’s immediate predecessor, whom the gospels locate in the same Judean desert that the Essenes called home, was once part of this community and shared its vision of a coming conflagration.

The underlying reason for the exclusion of the Maccabean material from the canon of the Hebrew Bible was not that the Jews lacked a version in Hebrew. At least in the case of First Maccabees, they once possessed the Hebrew original. The reason it was lost is that the early rabbis did not value the material, which glorified the exploits of the Maccabees, because they had no use for the Maccabees’ descendants, the Hasmonean dynasty. The rabbis—or “teachers” of Israel, who are first mentioned in this post-Alexandrine period and who are with us to this day—tried in many ways to steer a middle course between the absolute purity of the Essenes and the smarmy pragmatism of the Hasmoneans. They loved the Law in all its details; and this was their focus, not fanciful predictions of apocalypse. They would not be pushed out of society; they would live normal lives as normal men but with a reverence for the Law more elaborate than anyone had ever attempted before them. Paradoxically, they were called “Pharisees” (or “Separate Ones”), but this may be a name given them by enemies. It is among their ranks that we should probably seek one of their less distinguished (and abnormal) colleagues, Jesus of Nazareth, whose followers called him “rabbi.”

The world in which this Jesus grew to manhood, a world of now-extinct “Judaisms,” was not very like any Jewish environment that we know of in more recent times. After all, the ancient Temple cultus and its priesthood, however compromised, were destroyed completely in the catastrophe of A.D. 70—about four decades after Jesus. The Essenes disappeared about the same time beneath the desert sands. Of all these divergent “Judaisms” the one we know least about is Sadduceeism. The Sadducees, who seem to have departed the scene about the same time as the Essenes and the Hasmonean high priests, had links to the priesthood and appear to have been, in the main, wealthy, influential men. Almost the only things we know for certain about them are that they sometimes clashed with the Pharisees over interpretation of the Law and that they did not believe in an afterlife.

The idea of continued life for human beings after physical death is unknown in the earliest—and most important—documents of Judaism, the Torah and the Prophets. Enslaved Israel’s brush with Egyptian religion, when the Israelites in the second millennium B.C. were forced to build mausoleums for dead pharaohs, may have been enough to keep the Jews away from all that woo-woo “spirituality” about the Mummy’s Curse and the floating and immortal souls of dead kings and their retinues. Israelite religion was about land and progeny, thank you all the same—not the unreal realms of the dead, backed up by creepy movie music. But it was also about good and evil actions, about justice to the poor, and fidelity to God. The Ten Commandments, which came to the Jews through Moses, but ultimately from God, give scant promise of reward for doing right. One must love justice and mercy for their own sake—and for God’s—not because one receives heavenly upgrades for good behavior. Of course, leading a good life, a life in accordance with God’s justice, will normally lead to all the good things: children, honor, prosperity, and serene old age.

But what of those who suffer? What of those, like Job, who lose everything despite their faithfulness? Are their lives merely evidence that God is not the God of Justice but of Injustice? Such thoughts troubled the Jews (as they still trouble us); and in the later writings of the Hebrew Bible, as well as in the writings of this period that were not accepted into the Hebrew canon, they worried over this dilemma.

One solution was, as we have seen, Apocalypse: a universal Dies Irae that would get the wicked and vindicate the good guys. The later chapters of the Book of Isaiah—which do not come from the pen of the prophet but from an unknown writer who lived after the return of the Jews from Babylon in the period before the Hasmoneans—begin to speak of the redemptive power of suffering and of a “suffering servant” who will in his meekness redeem his people, that is, ransom them from slavery and sin. The Book of Daniel contains a prophecy about “one like a Son of Man”—that is, a human being—almost certainly an image of Israel, rescued by God from its sufferings and exalted among the nations after the successive collapse of each of the world’s empires. All these prophecies are couched in ambiguous symbolic language, and all seem to assume that the coming Good Time must be preceded by the Day of God’s Wrath.

The Second Book of Maccabees, which covers much the same material as First Maccabees but in a far more florid style, recounts the Gothic tale of a woman who, during the persecution of Antiochus Epiphanes, was made to watch as her seven sons, who had refused to taste pork, were whipped and scourged. Antiochus (who would hardly have been present in a sordid Jerusalem torture chamber but would rather have been found far from this scene in one of his palaces at Antioch or Babylon) is depicted as mad with rage, ordering that pans and cauldrons be heated till they are red-hot. He commands that the spokesman for the brothers have his tongue cut out, his head scalped, and his extremities cut off. What is left of the poor man is then fried in a pan. His brothers know that the same fate awaits them if they again refuse the forbidden food. “The Lord God is watching,” encourages their mother, “and certainly feels sorry for us, as Moses declared in his song, which clearly states that ‘he will take pity on his servants.’ ”

You can almost hear the writer’s mental gears turning: if good people, the best people, are made to die in this way, death cannot be the end of everything. The saints must prevail—but how? The mother, as she witnesses successively the torture and death of each son, does not try to intervene but encourages each “in their ancestral tongue,” a telling detail, because by this time the Jews no longer spoke Hebrew but Aramaic, the dominant tongue of the Near East, which the Greek Seleucids had grudgingly adopted as their language of administration after they became the kings of Alexander’s Asia. Antiochus, who is counting on at least one recantation to make his day, is distraught when he finds he is now down to the youngest son, who is proving as inflexible as his freshly executed brothers. The king appeals to the mother to give her one surviving son some sensible, motherly advice. But the mother, leaning over her son, “fooled the cruel tyrant with these words,” uttered, of course, in excellent Hebrew, which the king, nodding his enthusiastic assent, could not understand: “ ‘My son, have pity on me; I carried you nine months in my womb and suckled you three years, fed you and reared you to the age you are now, and provided for you. I implore you, my child, look at the earth and sky and everything in them, and consider how God made them out of what did not exist, and that human beings come into being in the same way. Do not fear this executioner, but prove yourself worthy of your brothers and accept death, so that I may receive you back with them in the day of mercy.’ ” The last son is slaughtered, and then the mother.4

The saints will prevail “in the day of mercy.” But all these images and prophecies of eventual victory seem to require a preliminary “judgment on the wicked” (as the last son prophesies)—a prior cataclysm, something that more moderate believers were, understandably, loath to entertain. (I recall a zonked British rocker in the late sixties urging me to cancel a trip to California because, according to the prophecies of Nostradamus, that state was about to be divided from the mainland and slip into the Pacific. Well, perhaps Nostradamus was merely off by a few decades or—more likely, in my opinion—true prophets are few and far between and, in any case, notoriously unreliable when it comes to actual dates.) Balanced believers who had productive lives and investments in family and property and who did not especially welcome the fiery end of everything found a variant way to answer the question of how the suffering of good people can be justified, a way that did not insist so extravagantly on universal destruction: the just—those who had lived by the Word of God and treated their fellow man fairly and mercifully—would live forever with God, so their earthly suffering was but a prelude to their everlasting glory.

It is often asserted that this idea of everlasting life is a borrowing from the Greeks, who thought the body but a prison that enclosed the immortal butterfly of the soul. But the Greek idea of immortality was very different from the evolving Jewish idea that there must be life beyond this life—if life is to make sense. For one thing, the Greeks imagined that the soul had existed forever, prior to its imprisonment in a body. The Jews could never countenance such ethereal blather. God had created each individual at one particular time as a body born of woman; there could be no possibility of anything like preexistent spirit. Each person was exactly what you saw and smelled: a body of flesh and blood.

Job, at the lowest point of his hideous suffering, his children dead, his property gone, his body covered in sores, screams out his justification:


    This I know: that my Avenger5 lives,

    and that he, the Last, will take his stand on earth.

    After my awaking, he will set me close to him,

    and in my flesh shall I see God!



On earth. In his flesh. Within the classic Jewish worldview nothing else is possible, no merely spiritual vindication. “Heaven,” boasted the third son of the mother of Second Maccabees, “gave me these limbs; for the sake of his laws I have no concern for them; from him I hope to receive them again”—not float around as a disembodied soul.

But, gradually, even this possibility of “resurrection to new life,” as the fourth son termed it, gave way to a more nuanced interpretation, based neither on Platonic metaphor nor on Jewish theological speculation, but on what the Jews had always relied on, their faith in their God. Someday, somehow, there will be a final accounting, which must, of necessity, include a resurrection of the bodies that have turned to dust—a resurrection “in my flesh.” Beyond the grave, the good will be rewarded as they never were in life; and the evil ones, who seemed to own the world, will be hurled into unimaginable perdition. But there must be a place—outside time—where the souls of the just are kept, awaiting their final resurrection and vindication. We cannot understand these matters, for they lie beyond our ken. But we believe that God is just and that even after death we are, as we have always been, in his hands. Thus, this passage from the Book of Wisdom, written by a Jew of Alexandria in the decades just before Jesus and so hopeful that it has been read at funerals ever since:


    The souls of the just are in the hands of God,

    and the torments wrought by evil-doers

    can never touch them again.

    It is true that they appeared to die—

    but only in the eyes of people who cannot see

    and who imagined that their passing away was a defeat,

    that their leaving us was an annihilation.

    No, they are at peace.

    If, as it seemed to us, they suffered punishment,

    their hope was rich with immortality;

    slight was their correction, great will their blessings be.

    God was putting them to the test,

    and has proved them worthy to be with him;

    he has tested them like gold in a crucible,

    and accepted them as a perfect holocaust.

    In the hour of judgment they will shine in glory,

    and will sweep over the world like sparks through stubble.

    They will judge nations, rule over peoples,

    and the Lord will be their king forever.

    Those who trust in him will come to understand the truth,

    those who are faithful will live with him in love.

    Only grace and mercy await them—

    all those whom God, in his compassion, has called to himself.



“KNEW YOU NOT POMPEY?” exclaims Marullus, a tribune of the people6 and supporter of the popular Roman general, at the start of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. The Jews, who by the summer of 63 B.C. had lived under the heel of successive conquerors for more than half a millennium, knew neither Pompey nor his Rome. They were about to learn.

The Alexandrine empire, significantly weakened by its division into parts, was, by the early first century B.C., ripe for plucking. The energies of the founder had long been squandered in ceaseless competition among the leading dynasties, led by ever less distinguished scions. The Hasmoneans, who were but an instance of local resurgences throughout the lands of Alexander’s conquests, were particularly successful in establishing first a measure of local rule, then gradually something approaching independence—though it should not be forgotten that much of what they accomplished was at the expense of Jewish identity. In the end, they were even affecting Greek names.

The Jews of Palestine7 knew almost nothing of Rome but its name and that it was a newly expanding power, situated in far-distant Italy. Though Judas had entered briefly into alliance with the Romans, First Maccabees makes clear how vague and naive the Jews were about these Romans: “Now Judas had heard of the reputation of the Romans: how strong they were, and how well disposed toward any who made common cause with them, making a treaty of friendship with anyone who approached them.” Yeah, sure. Judas also thought he had an alliance with the strange, militaristic, xenophobic Greek city-state of Sparta, the North Korea of its day, because for some reason the Jews imagined they were kin to the Spartans.

Rome, the far-distant, was in its expansiveness drawing near. Having begun in the seventh century at a bend in the Tiber as a settlement of Latin-speaking farmers, it came to master the Italian peninsula by a combination of military acumen and what it thought of as moral superiority. Romans were, by their own lights, a frugal, plainspoken people who put security first, prosperity second, and pleasure far down the list. They had nothing in common with the sybaritic, effeminate East that had so attracted Alexander; and while they admired the Greeks for their unparalleled intellectual accomplishments, they wanted no truck with their effete self-indulgence and inability to form a cohesive society. Despite Alexander’s formal uniting of the known world, the traditions of the independent Greek city-states, each with its cherished and eccentric sensibility—democratic, indifferent, philosophical Athens, for instance; fat, artistic, fornicating Corinth; brutish, lockstep, homosexual Sparta; erudite, airy, esoteric Alexandria—were too ingrained to be dislodged. If all this made for variety, excitement, and life, to the self-denying Romans such quirkiness invited centrifugal fragmentation; and it was no way to run a society or an army, both of which require the upholding of inviolable laws of consistency, uniformity, and order—the preeminent Roman virtue. The Greeks thought they were the most intellectually discerning; and the Romans, arriving late to the fountains of self-conscious culture, were happy to hand them the palm in this regard. But the Romans prided themselves on having crucial talents that the Greeks, for all their complexity, lacked: realism and practicality. By the time their general, Pompey, invaded Palestine, the Romans had come to believe that, since they knew best, they would rule best. To implement their purposes, they had created a military machine that, like a universal steamroller, could flatten the world and re-create it according to Roman specifications.

Pompey was an old warhorse who had put down a rebellion in Spain, helped extinguish the slave revolt led by Spartacus, and served as consul in 70 B.C., having pressured the Roman Senate into giving him this highest executive honor even though he was only thirty-six at the time and had held none of the required prior offices. Thereafter, he was allowed much leeway in his successful campaign to rid the Mediterranean of pirates (piracy being just the sort of thing Romans found intolerable) and to settle matters in Pontus on the south shore of the Black Sea, where the local king had a misconceived ambition to rule the Balkans and Greek Asia. While Pompey was putting paid to that bit of business, civil war broke out most opportunely in Judea between the forces of two opposing candidates for the kingship—brothers and Hasmoneans—giving Pompey the excuse to intervene in the year 63. Judea, as well as all of Palestine, Syria, and North Africa, would remain in Roman hands till it would fall to the Muslims in the seventh century of the Christian era.

Pompey was one of three eminent Romans—the others being Crassus and Julius Caesar—whom Caesar would shortly bring together to form the First Triumvirate, whose public mission was to solidify Rome’s political order (always an admirable Roman objective) while furthering Caesar’s unannounced political ambition to become Rome’s dictator. Pompey took Jerusalem after a three-month siege and entered the Holy of Holies—which the high priest alone was fit to enter, and that but once a year. You can almost hear Pompey’s gruff “What the hell d’ye suppose they have in there?” as he, mounting the steps of the sanctuary, noted the growing alarm of the priests. But, his curiosity satisfied, he otherwise left the Temple alone. It would fall to the well-named Crassus to plunder its treasury to finance his military campaign against the Parthians. The Parthians (today they are Iranians), however, were tough nuts whom the Romans never cracked. Apart from the Scots, they were the only people ever to stop the Romans, who were made to halt their eastward expansion at the Euphrates, where Crassus was cut down at ancient Harran, from which a man named Abraham had once set out on the journey of a lifetime.

Crassus’s quaestor (or quartermaster), one Cassius, became Rome’s proconsul for Syria (and, incidentally, Judea), soon after which civil war broke out in Rome between Caesar, who had added the conquest of Gaul to his résumé (and immeasurably increased his fame by writing a book about it), and sour old Pompey, who’d had enough of Caesar’s strutting about. Pompey lost and was assassinated by the Ptolemies on fleeing with his army into Egypt. Caesar followed and quickly found himself outnumbered and in trouble, from which he was rescued—by Jews! Hyrcanus II, the Hasmonean priest-ruler whom Pompey had set in place, persuaded the Jews of Egypt, who were considerable in number, especially in Alexandria, to fight for Caesar. Antipater, influential king of the Idumeans, a mixed population of Jews and Arabs who lived south of Jerusalem between the Judean hills and the Negev desert, sent troops and supplies. Caesar, triumphing once again while carrying on a torrid affair with Cleopatra, the teen queen of Egypt, was grateful for such surprise support. He gave Hyrcanus the official title “ethnarch of the Jews”; to Antipater he gave Roman citizenship, exemption from taxation, and the procuratorship of Judea. Obviously, he valued Antipater’s contribution more highly than Hyrcanus’s, and he was right to do so: the Idumean king was the real power propping up the Hasmonean priest. Antipater was a crafty desert chieftain who had converted to Judaism and had ambitions far beyond the desert. His son Herod was appointed about this time military prefect of greater Syria and would soon become a Hasmonean by marriage.

Just three years after his victory in Egypt, on the Ides of March 44 B.C., Caesar was assassinated by conspirators who included Cassius, the proconsul for Syria-Judea. The following year, Caesar’s great desert supporter Antipater was murdered; and Mark Antony and Octavian, Caesar’s nephew and adoptive heir, defeated Caesar’s murderers at Philippi, where Philip of Macedon had long ago begun his conquests. The Parthians entered Jerusalem, elevating their own candidate as king and high priest. But Herod escaped to Rome where, with the help of Antony and Octavian, he was declared by the Senate to be “King of the Jews.” Hard fighting lay ahead; but the Parthians were pushed back, and by the summer of 37, after a successful three-month siege of Jerusalem, Herod could claim his land as well as his title. He would sit for thirty-three years on the Judean throne, dying in 4 B.C., a year or two after the birth of Jesus.8

Mark Antony divided the emerging Roman empire with Octavian (and—for a short while—Lepidus, another of Caesar’s allies). Mark Antony’s share was Asia, which included Egypt; and it was there he met Caesar’s old mistress Cleopatra, with whom he fell desperately in love, quite forgetting his marriage to Octavian’s sister. In his ardor, he began to make presents of vast territories under his command to Cleopatra and her children, leading Pascal to remark many centuries later that “had Cleopatra’s nose been shorter [it was quite long], the whole face of the world would have been changed.” But however decisive details such as nose length may be to the outcomes of history, time had run out for Cleopatra. Octavian prevailed upon the Senate to declare war on this unwholesome twosome; and the once-stalwart Roman tribune and the sultry Egyptian queen were defeated at the sea battle of Actium, after which each committed suicide. Octavian returned to Rome, now the only claimant to the authority of Caesar. A grateful Senate, filled with his supporters, greeted him as Rome’s deliverer, the man who had restored its precious peace and order. Octavian, who had already assumed the name of Caesar on his adoption, now received his new name of Augustus (“Exalted One”) and the title Imperator (“Commander-in-Chief”), which was soon to have the force of Emperor.

The year was 31 B.C. The Roman Republic, with its elaborate consultative mechanisms of Senate, consuls, and tribunes of the people, was drawing to its close. Though no one had quite noticed as yet, the empire had been born, and it would grow ever more extensive and absolute in the years to come. Octavian Caesar Augustus would reign for forty-five years. In 31 B.C., when he was barely thirty, no one could be sure what kind of ruler he would make; but Augustus would prove a proper emperor—an excellent administrator, a politician of labyrinthine cunning, difficult, delusional, and cruel. Those who knew him hated and feared him. He was approaching his fourth decade on the imperial throne when a male baby of uncertain paternity was born to a rural Galilean girl in the emperor’s province of Syria, in the bothersome subdivision the Romans called Judea.

The Waiting Game

By the year of Jesus’s birth, the Jews, long familiar with Greek language and culture, had adopted many of the ways of their overlords for many reasons—to survive, to do business, to fit in. They had even, like the Irish in the wake of the nineteenth-century potato famines, abandoned their ancestral language, the Hebrew in which all their sacred books were written, and adopted the common Aramaic of the eastern provinces. This shift in language gives us a better sense of their dispossession than almost anything else. What does it take for a whole people to give up their language, their mother tongue, the original nourishment received along with breast milk, the medium of their hopes and dreams? Does it not mean that their common hopes and dreams have already been shattered and that they have seen their inheritance so devalued that it no longer counts for much of anything?

Of course, beneath the surface of such a devastating situation, there live the dreams no one wishes any longer to give name to, the dreams we can no longer recount even to ourselves. These dreams had been expressed by the prophets, who initially had warned the people that their apostasies would bring catastrophe, then subsequently tried to comfort them with visions of a time when God would come to save them from their miseries and grant them peace, prosperity, and mastery once more under a salvific leader:


    “Comfort ye, comfort ye, my people,”

    saith your God.

    “Speak ye comfortably to Jerusalem

    and cry unto her

    that her warfare is accomplished

    and her iniquity is pardoned.” …

    The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness,

    “Prepare ye the way of the Lord!

    Make straight in the desert

    a highway for our God.

    Every valley shall be exalted,

    every mountain and hill laid low,

    the crooked straight and the rough places plain.

    And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed

    and all flesh shall see it together

    for the mouth of the Lord hath spoken it.”




    Drop down dew, ye heavens from above,

    and let the clouds rain down the Just One.

    Let the earth open and the Savior blossom forth.



Thus the anonymous prophet, known to scholars as Deutero-Isaiah (or the Second Isaiah) and whose prophecies are collected in the last third of the Book of Isaiah. The historical Isaiah, whose oracles are collected in the other two-thirds—the first thirty-nine chapters—wrote in the late eighth century B.C., before the fall of Jerusalem to the Babylonians. Deutero-Isaiah, writing at the end of the Babylonian Captivity, does not wag his finger as his predecessor did but caresses his people and weeps with them, speaking in chapters 40–55—often called the Book of the Consolation of Israel—about a coming era of fulfillment. But even the original Isaiah was full of mysterious prophecies of comforts to come:


        Behold, a virgin9 shall conceive

    and bear a son

    and shall call his name Immanuel [God-with-Us].




    The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light;

    they that dwell in the land of the shadow of death, upon them

      hath the light shined.…

    For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given:

    and the government shall be upon his shoulder:

    and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God,

    The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace.




    And there shall come forth a rod out of the stem of Jesse [progenitor of the Davidic dynasty],

    and a Branch shall grow out of his roots:

    And the spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him,

    the spirit of wisdom and understanding,

    the spirit of counsel and might,

    the spirit of knowledge and fear of the Lord.



One of Isaiah’s most memorable passages is his vision of the Peaceable Kingdom:


    The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb,

    and the leopard shall lie down with the kid;

    and the calf and the young lion and the fatling together;

    and a little child shall lead them.…

    And the suckling child shall play on the hole of the asp,

    and the weaned child shall put his hand on the cockatrice’ den.

    They shall not hurt nor destroy

    in all my holy mountain:

    for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord,

    as the waters cover the sea.



So often these prophecies read like daydreams. A time is envisioned in which all wrongs shall be righted, the land once promised by God to his people shall know everlasting peace, and a second David, anointed by God himself, will sit upon the throne of Israel. This figure, the Anointed One, is called Messiah in Hebrew, Christos in the Greek translations of the Hebrew scriptures made for Jews living in cities throughout the Greek world who could no longer comprehend Hebrew.

This longing in the midst of present suffering for an impossibly happy outcome is a phenomenon by no means limited to Jews or even to the ancient world. Who hasn’t had such feelings? But beyond the Jews, such longings were almost always thought delusions. The Sibyl of Cumae, a shadowy figure who lived in a cave near the Greek city of Neopolis (modern Naples) about 500 B.C., prophesied doom and death and the cyclical nature of all reality. “As time pursued its cyclic course,” she is made to say in Book 3 of the Sibylline Oracles, “the kingdom of Egypt arose, then that of the Persians, Medes, and Ethiopians, and Assyrian Babylon, then that of the Macedonians, of Egypt again, then Rome.” The succession of empires is without end, all part of the turning of the wheel of time and the infinite procession of worlds (the thought of which made young Alexander weep because he had not conquered one). The message of the Sibyl, who continued to reappear in later periods, haunting various shrines and caves throughout the Greco-Roman world, seems to have been that, though some times are better and some worse, there can be no permanent safety. Peace will be followed by war, prosperity by poverty, happiness by suffering, life by death. This was indeed the constant message of all ancient literature and its principal insight into human existence.

We actually have no unadulterated Sibylline Oracles left. The perspective of the fragment just quoted (with its two mentions of Egypt) gives indication of having been composed by a Greek-speaking Egyptian, and other portions of the book betray its provenance in Alexandrian Jewish circles of the second century B.C. The work is a pastiche of pagan and Jewish attitudes, alternating between cyclical cynicism and prophetic expectation. But whereas Greeks and Romans and all other ancient peoples tended to see history as an ultimately empty succession of triumphs and tragedies—and human beings as evanescent phenomena appearing briefly on the surface of historical events—the Jews believed that history had a beginning (in God’s act of Creation) and would have an end and that each human being, created by God, had an individual destiny to fulfill and was not merely a momentary glimmer on the ever-recurring waves of fate. And as in so much material written by Jews in the disappointing centuries after the Babylonian Captivity, there is even in this peculiar collection of oracles the assertion of a promised Messiah, a king sent from God:


    And then God will send a king from the sun

    who will stop the entire earth from evil war …

    and he will not do all these things by his private plans

    but in obedience to the noble teachings of the great God.



For many readers in the late first century B.C. and early first century A.D., verses like these brought Augustus to mind. The emperor had created peace without end, Pax Romana (which in fact would last a very long two hundred years). That he had done so by merciless policies would not have given ancient readers pause. After all, how else could you create peace save by unswerving military imposition?

The historian Tacitus, describing the fall of Celtic Britain to Roman forces in A.D. 60, would put this apostrophe to the Romans on the lips of a conquered Celt:


Harriers of the world, now that the earth [the continent of Eurasia] fails their all-devastating hands they probe even the sea [the Atlantic island of Britain]; if their enemy has wealth, they have greed; if he is poor, they are ambitious; East and West have glutted them; alone of mankind they behold with the same passion of concupiscence waste alike and want. To plunder, butcher, steal, these things they misname Empire; they make a desolation and call it peace. Children and kin are by the law of nature each man’s dearest possessions: they are swept away from us by conscription to be slaves in other lands; our wives and sisters, even when they escape a soldier’s lust, are debauched by self-styled friends and guests: our goods and chattels go for tribute, our lands and harvests in requisitions of grain; life and limb themselves are used up in leveling marsh and forest to the accompaniment of gibes and blows. Slaves born to slavery are sold once for all and are fed by their masters free of charge; but Britain pays a daily price for her own enslavement, and feeds the slavers.



Seldom has an imperialist seen so clearly the cost of imperialism on “lesser breeds” as the mordant Tacitus does here. But even Tacitus, who aimed to write sine ira et studio (“without passion or partisanship”), thought conquest inevitable.

On his victorious return to Rome from his provinces of Spain and Gaul, Augustus personally dedicated the exquisite Ara Pacis Augustae, the Altar of Augustan Peace, on the Campus Martius, the Field of Mars, the Roman god of war. Peace grew out of war: that was how things were. That the Roman empire was, like all its predecessors, a form of extortion by force, an enriching of well-connected Romans (who “make a desolation and call it peace”) at the expense of hapless conquered peoples, would also not have carried much weight with most readers. Hadn’t Philip of Macedon’s first conquest been the seizure of the Balkan gold mines? Hadn’t Alexander’s last planned campaign been for the sake of controlling the lucrative Arabian spice trade? How could anyone demur over such things? What would be the point of holding out against the nature of man and of the universe itself? Augustus set up in the midst of the Roman Forum a statue of himself that loomed eleven times the size of a normal man,10 and similarly awesome statues were erected in central shrines throughout the empire. Augustus was not a normal man; he was a god, deserving of worship. And, like all gods, he was terrifying.

If the emperor had many apologists, none did him greater honor than Virgil, who wrote the stirring national epic, the Aeneid, in Augustus’s honor, connecting the emperor (as did the reliefs that decorated the Ara Pacis) to Aeneas, Rome’s legendary founding hero. In the famous “Fourth Eclogue,” Virgil assumes the prophetic mantle and, giving the Sibylline prophecies a wildly optimistic interpretation, uses the old technique of pretending to anticipate what had already come to pass:


    Now comes the time sung by Cumae’s Sibyl,

    when the wheel of the ages starts afresh.

    Now is the Virgin herself made known

    and the reign of Saturn on earth;

    Now is a child engendered by heaven.

    Smile, chaste Lucina, at the birth of this boy

    who will put an end to our wretched age,

    from whom golden people shall spring.

    Now does your own Apollo reign!



If Jews might be pardoned for thinking that Virgil was writing of their Messiah, or Christians their Christ (as was imagined to be the case throughout the Middle Ages), the educated pagan reader took Virgil’s parve puer, his “baby boy,” to be the young Augustus, who would go on to bring about a peace so extensive that it would affect even nature:


    Without being called, the goats shall return,

    their udders swollen with milk.

    The herds shall have no fear of lions.…

    The serpent shall be no more,

    and the poison-plant shall perish,

    but Assyrian spice shall spring up everywhere.



Despite the remarkable affinity of these lines with Isaiah’s prophecy of the Peaceable Kingdom, Virgil knew nothing of Isaiah or any of the Jewish holy books. How, then, explain the striking similarity of images—the response of nature, the favor of God that rests upon the child, the “gift of divine life” (ille deum vitam accipiet), even the seeming allusion to a virgin birth? One may chalk it all up to coincidence. Or one may say that, beneath the surface differences of each culture—whether of cynical Romans, theoretical Greeks, fantasizing Jews, cyclical Orientals, or post-Christian Occidentals—there beats in human hearts a hope beyond all hoping, the hope of the hopeless, the hope of those who would disclaim any such longing, the hope of those who like the two tramps in Waiting for Godot seem to be waiting in vain, a hope—not for an emperor, not for an Exalted One—but for a Just One.


1 Demosthenes was for the Greeks what Cicero would be for the Romans, the consummate rhetorician. The elder contemporary of Alexander, he had vainly warned the Athenians of the growing power of Philip’s Macedon. He considered Philip’s son a contemptible parvenu and always referred to him as “the boy.” His supple orations, modulated expressions of opinion on political affairs no longer of consequence to us, are virtually unreadable today.

2 In “Under Ben Bulben,” W. B. Yeats, who beat his own son, imagines that “Aristotle played the taws / Upon the bottom of a king of kings,” but I doubt that even Aristotle was permitted much whacking of Alexander’s precious little bottom.

3 The Essenes may have risen out of an earlier movement, the Hasidim (or Saints), who were scrupulous about the Law, had already removed themselves to caves beyond the city in the time of Judas Maccabeus, and temporarily allied themselves with him in the early stages of the Maccabean-Hasmonean movement. Some scholars are of the opinion that the Hasidim were also forerunners of the Pharisees and even of the Sadducees. Such speculation lies outside our story. The Hasidim of our day, who first appeared in southeastern Poland in the mid-eighteenth century as followers of the Baal Shem Tov, have no direct connection, apart from their name, to the ancient Hasidim.

4 This rather chilling woman was hailed not only by unyielding Jews of late antiquity but by early Christians who took her as a model of martyrdom and built churches in memory of her and her sons. The legend of this mother and her sons is, in fact, our first recorded “martyrology” (or inspiring record of religious witness in the face of certain torture and death at the hands of a cruel public official) and provided the pattern that all subsequent examples of the genre would follow. The Greek word martyr means “witness.”

5 This passage has many translations, the most famous being “I know that my Redeemer liveth …” in the King James Version. But the Hebrew goel is not “redeemer” but a technical legal term meaning something like “public defender” or “ombudsman”—though with a more aggressive nuance. However one translates it, it appears to refer to God.

6 Tribunes were elected by the people to protect their interests. The office was one of several of the Roman Republic designed to achieve a careful balance of powers among competing forces and to keep political chaos at bay. The two consuls, elected to serve but one year’s term, were the executive pinnacle of government. There were two of them in order that they might keep each other honest, and they served but one year so that they could not amass undue power. The office of senator was either hereditary or bestowed for exceptional distinction (as in the British House of Lords). But all the rhetoric about “Republican” Rome hid the truth that Rome was an oligarchy, arranged to protect the interests of its wealthiest families. Once the empire was established, supposedly as a temporary measure during an emergency, there was no longer any need to uphold the fiction of the Republic (ResPublica, “the Common Good”), save as vestigial decoration.

7 The Holy Land, or Canaan, as it is called in Genesis, was gradually colonized by the Israelites under Joshua (and later), though it was never without other colonizers, such as the Philistines. Under Kings Saul and David, the federation of Israelite tribes united as the Kingdom of Israel. Under David’s knuckleheaded grandson Rehoboam, the kingdom was sundered in two: Israel in the north and Judah in the south. Israel was subsequently destroyed as a separate political entity by the Assyrians, its principal families scattered and replaced by Aramaic-speaking colonizers, who intermarried with the remaining peasant stock to become the Samaritans of Samaria. The people of Judah, now the Jews, though they suffered the Babylonian Captivity, were allowed to return to their devastated country by the Edict of (the Persian king) Cyrus in 538 B.C. Many remained abroad, creating the Jewish diaspora, but some returned. From this time on, the land was designated by the Greeks as “Palestine” (from “Philistine”). The reduced Jewish homeland of Judah would be called “Judea” by the Romans, who would sometimes use this name to refer to all of Palestine.

8 It is one of the ironies of calendrical history that Jesus was born between 6 and 4 B.C. (before Christ). Dionysius Exiguus, or Denis the Short, the sixth-century monk who created our dating system of B.C. and A.D. (anno Domini, “in the year of the Lord”) on the basis of earlier rabbinical models, made a miscalculation.

9 In the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible that was read throughout the ancient Jewish diaspora, the word parthenos, or “virgin,” is used. The Hebrew original has simply alma, or “young (unmarried) girl,” though, given the rigid sexual conventions of the age, alma pretty much shades into “virgin.” Hebrew does have a separate word, betula, for “virgin” in the technical sense.

10 Of this colossus only a finger remains, still to be seen in the Forum.
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