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Henry Innes MacAdam 

Introduction 

Ra}mond Brown's achievements in the field of biblical study 
and commentary are well-documented over the past thirty years. The 
Death of the Messiah has been in preparation for more than a 
decade, and appears almost simultaneously with a revised edition of 
its widely-acclaimed predecessor, The Birth of the Messiah. Readers 
should be aware of the monumental task Brm"n set himself when he 
tackled the subjects of the birth and the death of Jesus. The contrast 
in sources could not be more striking. The Matthean and Lukan 
accounts of the nativity contain some of the least historical material 
in the entire New Testament canon. By sharp contrast the Gospel 
accounts of the passion bring us probably as close to the historical 
Jesus as we can come without new textual and/or archaeological 
discoveries. 

From the beginning Brown is very conscious of the dramatic 
aspect of the Passion Narratives, or, as he abbreviates them, the 

Grateful acknowledgement is made to Zaven Arzoumanian, John 
Pairman Brown, Michael Davis, Linda Jones Hall and Paul L. Maier for a 
critical reading of an earlier draft. Any remaining errors are completely 
my responsibility. 
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"PNs." His conunentary is therefore presented in four "Acts". Acts I, 
II and IV are broken into two "Scenes" each, but Act III is treated as 
a unit. Volume 1 (877 pp.) comprises the first three Acts: Jesus' 
arrest in Gethsemane, his interrogation by the Jewish Sanhedrin, his 
"trial" by the Roman governor. More than half of Volume 2 (731 
pp.) is devoted to the fourth and final "Act", Jesus' crucifixion and 
burial, to which are attached some 300 pages of appendices and 
indices. At the very end of his "Preface and Acknowledgements" 
Brown admits to being asked if he plans a concluding work, The 
Resurrection of the Messiah, of what would be a trilogy. With 
characteristic good humor he notes that he would rather investigate 
that topic "face to face" (xii). 

The two volumes are paginated consecutively. A general 
bibliography in Vol. 1 (94-106) is supplemented throughout both 
volumes by "sectional" bibliographies inaugurating each "Scene". 
Each "Act" opens with an introductory essay, but for the events of 
Gethsemane and Golgotha there are "transitional episodes". For the 
former this links the Last Supper in Jerusalem and subsequent arrest 
at the Mount of Olives; for the latter it is the events along the Via 
Dolorosa between Pilate's praetorium and Calvary. Most "Scenes" 
conclude with a comprehensive "Analysis" of their individual 
components. Subsections of each scene are preceded by Brown's 
translation of the passage(s) examined. Following two 
comprehensive and detailed Indices in Vol. 2 ("Bibliographical Index 
of Authors" and "Index of Subjects") is Brown's translation of the 
PNs grouped (by evangelist) as continuous texts. Vols. 1 and 2 
include "illustrative tables" relating to textual analysis. 

The text of Vol. 2 concludes with nine appendices treating 
topics too complex to tackle in the main study: The Gospel of Peter, 

. the date of the crucifixion, passages very difficult tg translate, Judas 
Iscariot, Jewish groups, a comparison of Isaac's sacrifice and Jesus' 
death, the OT influence in the PNs, Jesus' predictions of his own 
death, and whether there was an earlier source for the Markan PN. 
The last is a contribution by Brown's friend and colleague, Marion 
Soards. Below I examine what I hope is a representative selection of 
topics from The Death of the Messiah to demonstrate the strengths 
and weaknesses of Brown's research. 

149 



MacAdam, Gethsemane, JBS 17, October 1995 
These are issues of particular interest to me, and therefore 

choosing them has been a subjective process. Nevertheless I feel they 
address the aim, scope and method of Brown's scholarship and do 
justice to the thoroughness and erudition so evident in these two very 
important volumes. Beyond the introductory remarks this article is 
arranged in three sections, each corresponding to an Aramaic 
topon)'m. Each designates a place associated with an event central to 
the last day in the life of Jesus: Gethsemane where he was arrested, 
Gabbatha where he was judged by Pilate, and Golgotha where he 
was executed. Each word begins with gimel, the third letter of all 
Semitic alphabets, and given the numeric value of three. Thus this 
"triad" of names suggested itself as headings for the three 
subdivisions I use. Unless otherwise indicated, numbers in 
parentheses with no accompanying designation refer to pages in The 
Death of the Messiah. All dates are A.D. unless otherwise specified. 
A list of abbreviations follows the Postscript. 

Historicity in the Passion Narratives: 

Because of their blend of history, theology, tradition, bias, 
piety and fiction, the Gospels (I) demand a clear indication of what 
they are in the context of related ancient literature, biblical or other 
and (2) the PNs in particular demand a careful assessment of their 
"historicity". Brown nowhere addresses the first issue in even a 
cursory fashion. It ''ill not be out of place to mention here G.W. 
Bowersock's Fiction as History (1994), a recent examination of 
Graeco-Roman literature in which historical material is imbedded 
within fanciful narratives. Bowersock offers special insights to 
understanding the Gospels in a ·broader context in t\Vo chapters: ''The 
Wounded Savior" and "Polytheism and Scripture". The latter is 
particularly useful" for assessments of "eucharistic motifs" in the non­
biblical literary tradition. Readers who are interested in the related 
topic of persecution within the early Christian community may 
consult with profit Bowersock's Martyrdom and Rome (1995). Also 
worthy of careful reading is F.F. Bruce, ''The New Testament and 
Classical Studies", NTS 22 (1975/6) 229-242. 
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The second topic, historicity, is by contrast given full and 

fair treatment by Brown as the subject of an introductory essay 
("The Role of History", pp. 13-24). In it we are offered what I might 
term an "irreducible minimum": basic assumptions with which no 
historian or biblical scholar might take issue: "In application to the 
passion one can characterize as bedrock history that Jesus of 
Nazareth was crucified at Jerusalem at the end of the first third of the 
lst cent. A.D. when Pontius Pilate was governor [i.e of Judaea]" (p. 
13). Nearly 1,500 pages later we read: "Historicity should be 
determined not by what we think possible or likely, but by the 
antiquity and reliability of the evidence ... " (p. 1468). 

The two statements do not fit together well precisely because 
establishing "bedrock history" entails adjudging the evidence on a 
sliding scale ranging from "certain" to "not impossible" (p. 22). The 
antiquity of such evidence is not always a guarantee of its reliability. 
Brown not only fails to make a good case for his understanding of 
what is "historical" evidence, he fails to fully address an important 
issue: how modern Roman historians view the passion narratives. 
The four Gospel accounts (and associated NT literature) testify that 
the actions of an individual Palestinian Jew and the imperial 
authority of his day intersected, briefly and very violently. But extant 
non-Christian sources, admittedly few and comparatively sketchy, 
also plot that intersection. The Gospels and related early Church 
literature can and should be examined by scholars who have no more 
nor less expertise in Christian theology than they do in Egyptian, 
Persian or Graeco-Roman theology. I have argued elsewhere (Topoi 
2 [1992] 251) that NT research should not be monopolized by 
biblical scholars. 

Once reminded of the limitations of the sources we may 
begin to outline just how Brown approaches the various traditions 
regarding the death of Jesus. Thus: "The canonical PNs are the 
product of a development that has involved considerable 
dramatization, so that exact history is not a category applicable to 
them" (p. 1346) and " ... early preGospel tradition is not necessarily 
history" (p. 17 note 21). Mindful that such statements from the pen 
of a Roman Catholic scholar will seem extraordinary, Brown adds in 
a footnote: "May I point out that this [i.e. the statement on p. 1346] 
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is not necessarily a liberal view, e.g., it was espoused in reference to 
the Gospel accounts of Jesus' whole ministry both by the Roman 
Pontifical Biblical Commission and by the Second Vatican Council 
... " (p. 1346 note 59). 

Brown makes several statements on the historical value of 
the PNs which I think are fair to collect here, since all point in the 
same direction: what can we know for certain about the arrest, trials 
and execution of Jesus of Nazareth? Brown reviews (pp. 17-19) the 
general criteria central to NT scholarship. Some reference there to 
C.A. Evans, "Authenticity Criteria in Life of Jesus Research", CSR 
19 (1989) 6-31 would have been appropriate. For his purposes 
Brown selects four as of paramount importance: "multiple 
attestation'', "coherence", "embarrassment" and "discontinuity or 
dissimilarity" in the sources. In each case he offers cogent reasons 
for caution and even scepticism. Therefore it is worth singling out, as 
they occur later in the volumes, Brown's more provocative thoughts 
on some characteristic components of sources which may or may not 
satisfy the requirements of historicity: 

(a) Plausibility: "In a writing that involves a historical 
setting, whether that writing is 90% fact or 90% fiction, one expects 
at least minimum plausibility about circumstances with which 
everyone would be familiar" (p. 1341). 

(b) Descriptive Narrative: "The survival of the story [i.e. 
Peter's denials of Jesus] without a basis in fact seems incredible; yet 
the Gospel narratives reflect strongly an imaginative stol)telling 
style. Basic fact and imaginative description, however, are not an 
impossible combination" (p. 621). 

(c) Narrative Antiquity: " ... traceable antiquity in narration 
should not be confused with historicity" (p. 1029 note 107). 

(d) Verisimilitude: "Verisimilitude ... can be the product of 
imagination as well as of history" (p. 622 note 64) and therefore" ... 
it is not the same as historical likelihood" (p. 18 note 24). 

(e) Dramatic Narrative: "Truth conveyed by drama can at 
times be more effectively impressed on people's minds than truth 
conveyed by history" (p. 1312). 
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(f) Negativity: "Absolute negative statements (e.g. the 

account has no historical basis) must often go beyond the kind of 
evidence available to biblical scholars" (p. 1312). 

Chronology: The Last Supper and the Date of 
the Crucifixion 

The Last Supper: 

After reviewing the many arguments for and against this 
meal being the Passover Seder, Brown concludes that it was not. He 
might have added that the Pauline (I Car. 11 :23-25) recounting of the 
tradition about that meal is significantly silent on this very issue. 
That the Last Supper had neither paschal nor sacramental 
significance to the author of the Gospel of John also elicits little 
comment. Thus for Brown the twenty-four hours from Thursday 
sunset until Friday sunset is the 14th of Nisan and (as John clearly 
insists) the Preparation Day for Passover. The death of Jesus 
therefore occurred a few hours hours before the onset of Passover, 
the 15th ofNisan (p. 1373). Brown is therefore justified (pp. 122-3) 
in rejecting any suggestion that the "hymn" sung at the close of the 
Last Supper was the Hallet or closing psalm of a Passover meal. 
Though he refers (p. 123 note 12) to Pauline examples of hymn­
singing among the early Christian communities, nothing is said of 
Pliny the Younger's account c.115 of this tradition in his famous 
letter (Epis. 10.96) to the Emperor Trajan regarding the Christian 
community of Bithynia. 

The Date of the Crucifixion: 
Aligning the beginning of Passover with sundown on a 

Friday does not solve the riddle of which day of which month of 
which year (of our "common era") the crucifixion occurred, but in 
Brown's reasoning only the familiar dates of 7 April 30 and 3 April 
3 3 satisfy the calendrical requirements. He is certainly wise to 
express skepticism about recent arguments for the later of those two 
dates based on a partial eclipse of a "blood moon" visible at 
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Jerusalem, and even more sensible to note that astronomical dates for 
events governed by lunar visibility are far from exact. It is one thing 
to produce an astronomical chart showing precisely when a lunar 
cycle should begin, and entirely another to calculate when that 
crescent moon was actually sighted and a new month (e.g. Nisan) 
was officially inaugurated. 

What is surprising is Brown's failure to fully utilize the date 
of a known solar eclipse as a chronological marker in his discussion 
(pp. 1039-43) of the Lukan "eclipse" during the crucifixion of Jesus. 
A total eclipse of the sun, theoretically visible in the eastern 
Mediterranean, occurred on 24 November 29 near mid-day. As 
Brown accutely notes (pp. 1041-42), this is likely to be the eclipse 
mentioned by Origen and Eusebius (based on an earlier now-lost 
chronicle of Phlegon of Tralles). But that eclipse has far more 
significance. Maurice Goguel (Life of Jesus [1960, reprint of 1933 
ed.] Vol. I. 91-93) long ago suggested that Thallus the Samaritan 
alluded (in a now-lost book) to the same eclipse in arguing that the 
crucifixion darkness was natural and not divine. If Goguel's date of 
c. 50 for Thallus' account is correct, this is the earliest non-Christian 
reference to a Christian "tradition" regarding the death of Jesus. 

More to the point, the 24 November 29 eclipse supports both 
an AD. 30 crucifixion date and may provide an explanation for 
Luke's confused account of an "eclipse" at the time of a Passover 
full moon. A solar eclipse at Passover is an astronomical 
impossibility: the earth is at that time between sun and moon. But 
transposing the living memory of an attested solar eclipse ·in late 
November to provide a supernatural aspect for an historical event in 
early April, i.e. events occurring less than six months apart, is quite 
believable. It is more difficult to accept that the eclipse of November, 
29 would be linked with an event of 3 April 33, three and a half 
years later. However attractive that explanation seems, it may well 
be that late autumn clouds or rain might have diminished the full 
effect of the November, 29 eclipse, and thus it might have no bearing 
whatsoever on the crucifixion of Jesus. Nor may we confidently 
consider a Chinese account of a "great darkness" noted there at 
about this time (p. 1042). 
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If the darkness associated with the death of Jesus is not 

entirely a Gospel construct, and we eliminate any association with 
the solar eclipse of AD. 29, some other natural phenomenon may lie 
behind the tradition. In his Life of Jesus (II. 542 n. 2) Goguel 
reproduced the text of a letter from a student who witnessed a severe 
khamszn at Jerusalem between 17 April (Good Friday) and 19 April 
(Easter Sunday) in 1927. By noon on the Friday a clear blue sky had 
become shrouded and dark from the effects of clouds and a major 
sandstorm. That "daytime darkness" endured throughout Friday 
afternoon and continued all day Saturday. By da\vn on Sunday the 
sky was again clear, in time for a glorious Easter sunrise. Such a 
coincidence may become miraculous when given a religious or 
theological context. 

1. Gethsemane 

The Arrest at Gethsemane: 
The apprehension of Jesus at Gethsemane remains among 

the most problematical of the incidents relating to the Passion. 
Brown is concerned to demonstrate that the role of Judas Iscariot 
was less that of betrayer than of informer, and he attends carefully 
(p. 211; 251) to the meaning of 7tapa5toovm as it occurs in all four 
gospel accounts and in Paul. IIapa5t86vm he translates as "to give 
over": "Judas gave Jesus over by making it possible to arrest him; 
there is no evidence that he betrayed secrets" (p. 251). Just what 
those "secrets" were isn't discussed. Certainly Bro\vn is correct in 
thinking (p. 1373) that Paul's explicit linking of Jesus' arrest with 
the eucharistic meal just prior to it "takes us back to Christian 
thought of the very early days." The historicity of the "betrayal" of 
Judas is assured by its mclusion in the i>Ns. Surely no enemy of the 
early Church could have concocted a more damning indictment of 
one who was among the closest associates of Jesus. 

Beyond the intention of the arrest is the composition of the 
group which apprehended Jesus. The synoptic accounts indicate that 
"a crowd" under the aegis of "the chief priests and elders" {Mk, 
Mat.) and "the captains of the Temple" (Lk) were involved (Luke's 
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expression is given separate treatment in Appendix V ["Jewish 
authorities in the Passion'j pp. 1430-31). Only John includes a 
"cohort" under the command of a "tribune" acting in concert with 
"attendants" associated with "the chief priests and Pharisees." 
Nevertheless it is customary among biblical scholars, and even 
Roman historians, to assume that John's detailed account is not only 
more accurate, but that the cohort and tribune are Roman, dispatched 
by the praefectus ludaeae, Pilate, to participate in a joint 
Jewish/Roman arrest. 

This is a perfect example of an all-too-common dilemma in 
NT scholarship regarding the "historicity" of an event in the life of 
Jesus. Either John was privy to information not available to the 
synoptics regarding Roman involvement in the arrest, or John 
embroidered or "enhanced", for theological or polemical purposes, 
the basic tradition of only Jewish involvement. After exploring both 
options in some detail, Brown states: "No matter how fascinating the 
historical implications of the Johannine scene, we have no way of 
confirming or denying it" (p. 251) and again, "John alone portrays 
Roman troops in the arresting party, and ... I found it impossible to 
decide the antiquity or historicity of that portrayal" (p. 308). 

Yet even with such disclaimers, Brown exhibits reluctance to 
reject the idea that Roman forces did in fact participate--even when 
John does not specify Roman troops, and there is no parallel from 
contemporary sources (Roman or Jewish) for such a joint police 
action (on this see 0. Betz, ANRW II 25:1 [1982] p. 613). He 
presents as a given that in John's account of the arrest "Roman 
soldiers were involved" (p. 274) and at another point notes that John 
has Jesus address" ... the arresting Roman soldiers and Jewish police 
attendants ... " (p. 290). It becomes impossible to disentangle what 
Brown believes about the arrest, and what he thinks John knows. 

Twice Brown insists that John uses "technical Roman 
terminology" (p. 248) and "Roman military terms" (p. 251). Though 
Greek 01tEtpa and xiA.tcxpxa<; have corresponding Latin equivalents 
in cohors and tribunus, respectively, the terms go back to Hellenistic 
times in their Palestinian/Syrian context and are therefore not 
particular to the Roman occupying forces in the region (Brown's 
"tribune" of p. 248, incidentally, is inadvertently demoted to 
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"centurion" two pages later). Native Near Eastern armies such as the 
Nabataean and Herodian had been structured along the lines of the 
Ptolemaic and Seleucid forces garrisoned throughout the area for 
centuries. Not only Greek military terms but personal names were 
borrowed into the local languages, and here perhaps Nabataean 
Aramaic supplies the best examples. 

Macedonian/Greek military terms are well-attested as loan­
words in contemporary Nabataean epigraphy (e.g. CIS II# 201 [A.D. 
8/9] mentions a klyrk' {XtA.iCXPXa<;); CJSII # 214 [A.D. 39/40] notes a 
'strtg' [cr'tpanrt~) and hyprk' [e7tapxo;]; there are many more). 
The anonymous Greek source Peri plus Mari Erythraei (composed c. 
50) notes a EKawvtapx11<; supervising affairs at the Red Sea port of 
Acu1d) Kroµ11 (northwest Saudi Arabia). No one would posit a 
Roman centurio at so remote a place at that time; the customs officer 
was Nabataean. By the same token the Herodian (later Agrippan) 
forces also used Graeco-Roman terms for the officers or soldiers of 
the armies in that client-kingdom. The EKawvtapXll<; (centurio) of 
Mt. 8:5-13 is in the army of Herod Antipas, not the Roman army 
(Galilee was outside Roman jurisdiction at the time of this episode). 
Likewise the x1A.iapxo; and speculator of Mk. 6:21; 27 (the episode 
involving the imprisonment and death of John the Baptist) are 
soldiers in Herod Antipas' army. 

Whether the temple-police within Jerusalem were organized 
along the same lines is unknown, nor do we know the limits of their 
jurisdiction. By contrast the limits of Roman authority may be 
gleaned from Jn 8:59 and 10:31. In each incident "the Jews" attempt 
to stone Jesus. Brown points out that "there was no suggestion that 
Roman permission was needed for that" (p. 748). Clearly both 
incidents took place in Judaea/Jerusalem, then under Roman 
authority. But both are localized by John inside the temple precincts, 
into which Roman authority did not extend. So Brown's argument 
collapses, as does his idea that the surrender of Jesus to Pilate is 
"because the charge is not religious" (ibid). Brown opts for Roman 
jurisdiction "except for certain specified religious and moral crimes 
where death was the automatic penalty" (ibid). 

Surely the size of the Johannine forces sent to Gethsemane is 
worthy of comment. At the very least a 07tEtpa sent against Jesus 
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and his friends implies that some stiff and large-scale resistance was 
expected. Thus it seems strange that only one arrest was made. If 
Pilate the Roman praefectus had contributed a commander and about 
500 troops to the arresting party it also seems odd that the prisoner 
was not taken immediately into Roman custody. Nor is Pilate's 
behavior at the "trial" consistent with that of an official who had 
agreed to assist in the arrest of the accused. John's scenario here, as 
elsewhere, is fraught with drama and symbolic portent. He is 
concerned to present an omnipotent Jesus confronting a large military 
force, a Jesus who flattens the arresting party ·with a few words (Jn 
18:6) before surrendering of his own volition. John's purpose is to 
enhance the theological impact of his narrative: Jesus as A6yor;, 
triumphant in adversity. The military terminology may be 
accurate, but the force described can only have been a unit of 
the Jewish temple-police, a detachment of unknown size but 
surely smaller than a full cmEl:pa: (600 men). To implicate the 
Romans in the arrest of Jesus would actually be counter to the anti­
Jewish bias of this Gospel. Jesus was taken into custody at the 
behest of those who opposed him among the ruling elite of Judea. 

2. Gabbatha 

The Sanhedrin "Hearing" and the Roman "Trial": 
Throughout this portion of the passion narratives Brown 

argues that the treatment accorded Jesus by both the Jewish and 
Roman authorities has a close parallel in Flavius Josephus' account 
(Jewish War 6.5.3) of Jesus the son of Ananias, and is in no way 
similar to Josephus' report (Antiquities 20.5.2) of the Roman 
execution of the two sons of Judas the Galilaean. T.o that end Brown 
states: "... Jesus cannot be classified simply as a political 
revolutionary. He was a troublesome religious figure and was treated 
as such" (p. 383). That view is neither accurate nor convincing. 

In fact there are elements of both Josephan accounts in the 
PNs. Had Jesus of Nazareth been no more "troublesome" than Jesus 
the son of Ananias he also might have escaped capital punishment 
and been released as a meshugannah. His crucifixion on the orders 
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of the governor of Judaea is understandable only if Pontius Pilate 
was persuaded that Jesus of Nazareth represented a threat to Roman 
provincial authority. Pilate acted in response to that threat. All four 
evangelists are in agreement that rex Judaeorum was the charge on 
the titulus above the cross of Jesus. Whether that charge was correct 
or not, and whether the execution was de facto rather than de Jure 
punishment, Jesus died the death of a criminal. 

In the opinion of Tacitus (Annales 15.44), Pilate's action 
eliminated the leader of a movement which he (Tacitus) considered a 
"detestable superstition". That statement, relating to Christian 
implication in the great fire of Rome in 64, may be more than just 
another example of the historian's famous brevity of expression. As 
every student of Roman imperial history learns, our received text of 
the Annales has a huge lacuna for the years 29-32 precisely. It is 
held by some that within the missing passages was an earlier and 
even more unflattering report on the death of Jesus edited out by 
Christian copyists. On this see (e.g.) E. Bammel and C.F.D. Moule, 
Jesus and the Politics of His Day (1984) p. 29 note 155. 

The extant view ofTacitus is borne out by the witness of the 
most notorious and controversial passage in the Josephan corpus, the 
Testimonium Flavianum (Antiquities 18.3.3) While it was once 
possible to ignore the entire disputed passage, very recent and 
reasonable assessments (notably J.P. Meier, CBQ 52 [1990] 76-103) 
have demonstrated a Josephan "core" imbedded within a later (pro­
Christian) overlay to the existing summary of the career and death of 
Jesus of Nazareth. That "core" specifies that within the Jewish 
community some "high-ranking men" [ nparrot Civ8pe;) were 
responsible for the process by which Jesus was ultimately executed 
by the Roman authority in Judaea. Brown is judicious in his 
treatment of this (pp. 373-76), clearly delineating the portions of the 
Testimonium which he feels are genuine. 

What Brown does not do is emphasize two striking 
omissions in Josephus' account, one minor (no identification of Jesus 
by patronym or origin) and one major (no mention of a formal charge 
against Jesus by either Jewish or Roman authorities). Josephus' 
failure to specify the evoe~t; (indictment) is exceedingly 
problematical, much more so than Tacitus' laconic statement (noted 
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above) about the "execution" (no charge specified) of Christus in the 
procuratorship of Pilate. Regarding Josephus, either we must accept 
that an educated Jew who was born in the same decade as Jesus' 
crucifixion did not know the reason for Jesus' condemnation and 
execution, or that the stated reason was suppressed or modified by 
later Christian copyists. 

We may credit Josephus for knowing what the issue had 
been: Jesus was one of a number of false messiah-kings. That 
unflattering (but probably accurate) opinion was later reworded, 
becoming the affirmative, quite pro-Christian, declarative statement 
now in the passage: "He [Jesus] was the Messiah." Perhaps that 
would be a satisfactory reply to J. P. Meier's concern voiced so 
recently: "It is curious that Josephus, \vhile so detailed in his 
explanation of why John [the Baptist] was executed, is totally silent 
on the precise reason why the Jewish leaders accused Jesus before 
Pilate and why Pilate decided to crucify him" (A Marginal Jew II 
(1994) p. 99 note #189). It is worth noting that the Nicene Creed 
itself says only: sub Pontio Pilato passus ("suffered under Pontius 
Pilate"). No indictment, no verdict and, most striking, no Jewish 
implication in the death of Jesus. Perhaps it is not the "silence" of 
Josephus we should note, but that of the Nicene Council on the issue 
of responsibility. There is not a hint of anti-Jewish bias in the Creed. 

The Sanhedrin "Hearing": 
Brown accepts that Jesus was interrogated by the Sanhedrin 

prior to a transfer to the Roman authorities. The composition and 
function of the Jerusalem council is best known from Josephus: "If 
there is any difference in Josephus' mind between 'Boule' and 
' Sanhedrin', it may be that he thought of the latter almost as the 
proper name or title of the Jerusalem boule" (p. 347). It-is difficult if 
not impossible to know how the Jewish authorities of 30/33 viewed 
the itinerant preacher from Galilee. Some of the hostility displayed in 
the Gospel accounts may indeed reflect the attitude of synagogue 
hierarchies toward Christian communities several generations 
removed from the events of Jesus' lifetime. 

But surely some rancor was generated during the ministry of 
Jesus, and not only at the highest levels of Judaism. Is the murderous 
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hostility to Jesus displayed by his fellow-villagers in Nazareth (Lk. 
4:28-30) simply an exaggeration of what is related elsewhere (Mk. 
6:1-6 or Mt. 13:54-58; cf. Jn. 6:42)? Whether Jesus had any special 
status within the Jewish community of his time is also uncertain. 
"Rabbi" was not a commonly-attested title within Palestinian 
Judaism before AD. 70 (see pp. 253-54 note 18 for Brown's review 
of the archaeological and epigraphical evidence attesting the term). 

We are also at a loss to know if the Sanhedrin scenario is a 
conflation of several meetings into one hearing (presented later as 
hastily convened) to simplify and dramatize the events of the final 
day in the life of Jesus. Brown is circumspect on this issue, but his 
thorough examination of the Gospel accounts underscores the serious 
pitfalls of a rush to judgment on the issue of the legality of the 
proceedings: "The clarity and force of the unified trial presentation 
has moved and been remembered by hundreds of millions; the 
awkwardnesses have bothered a handful of scholars subjecting the 
narrative to microscopic examination" (p. 560). 

The double-edged issue of "Messiah/Kingship" predominates 
the proceedings, and Brown attends carefully to it throughout his 
commentary (esp. pp. 473-480). He suggests the historicity of that 
equivalence as the basis of a charge which carried extreme weight in 
both Jewish and Roman law (p. 559 and note 33). Some clear 
indication of just how many "false messiahs" or "pretender-kings" 
had surfaced in Palestinian Judaism in the first century would help us 
to see this phenomenon in context. Therefore a reference (e.g.) to R. 
A. Horsley and J. S. Hansen, Bandits, Prophets and Messiahs. 
Popular Movements in the Time of Jesus (1986) would have been 
helpful. Nevertheless Brown states clearly: 

I judge it plausible that during Jesus' lifetime some of his 
followers thought him to be the Messiah ... Jesus, confronted 
with this identification, responded ambivalently because 
associated with that role were features that he rejected and 
because God had yet to define the role that he would play in 
the kingdom beyond what he was already doing. Such an 
indefinite and ambivalent answer could have constituted the 
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basis on which his enemies gave him over to the Romans as 
would-be king (p. 480). 

Brown's discussion of the "revolutionary" aspect of Jesus' 
public career comes down hard on what he terms "media hype" (pp. 
677-78), a modem genre of scholarship perhaps best exemplified by 
S.G.F. Brandon. This promotes Jesus as either a nationalist firebrand 
or a peasant liberator, either of which " ... can be presented with 
enthusiasm and does not require radio, newspaper or t.v. presenters 
to take a stance about Jesus' religious claims that might offend 
viewers" (p. 678). In that light the verba Christi which occur 
throughout the Gospels are the ancient equivalents of "sound bites" 
in today's t.v. news, and the Greek tranliterations of several Aramaic 
words and phrases are the ipsissima verba of those excerpted quotes. 

Brown nowhere discusses the episode of the "triumphal entry 
into Jerusalem" or "cleansing" of the Temple" as possible points 
d 'appui for the Jewish or Roman authorities to bring charges of 
religious or civil disorder against Jesus and his followers. Those, and 
the cr-c6.crtc; referred to by Mark 15; 7, may or may not be related, but 
could have provided those opposed to Jesus with precisely the 
circumstances for formulating a religious charge with political (i.e. 
anti-Roman) overtones. In Josephus' account of Jesus son of Ananias 
it is the prophesies of doom upon the city (including the Temple) that 
prompt the Jewish authorities to hand him over to the Roman 
governor. If the "Temple-cleansing" episode was in fact a 
foreshadowing of that sanctuary's destruction, the parallel of the two 
Jesus' is more apparent. 

*********************** 

Excursus: Anti-Judaism in the PNs: 

Somewhat buried in Brown's "Introduction" to a solid study 
on "Background for the Jewish Trial/Interrogation of Jesus by the 
Priestly Authorities" (pp. 328-397) is a splendid fourteen-page (pp. 
383-397) essay on the relevant topic of anti-Judaism. Brown has 
entitled it "Responsibility and/or Guilt for the Death of Jesus", but so 
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complex and detailed is the arrangement of The Death of the 
Messiah that no hint of it can be found in the Table of Contents. It is 
noted in the Index (p. 1557) under "Anti-Judaism" (to the Index 
references under "anti-semitism" [sic] add p. 1336). So important is 
this essay that it should have appeared among the topics given 
separate treatment in appendices. It should become required reading 
for anyone, especially clerics, professing faith in the Judaeo­
Christian-Muslim tradition. 

It is to Brown's credit that he distinguishes between the 
terms "anti-Judaism" and "anti-Semitism", the latter of which is a 
nineteenth-century German philological/racial construct and 
inaccurate today even when utilized by Jews. Brown may believe, 
with S.J.D. Cohen (From the Maccabees to the Mishnah [1987] 47-
8), that racism did not exist in antiquity, but anti-Judaism certainly 
did. As intelligent and educated a Roman as Marcus Tullius Cicero 
summed up (De Prov. Cons. 5.10) his negative views about Jews 
and Syrians thus: ludeis et Syris, nationibus natis servituti. In that 
inclusive sense Cicero was truly an anti-Semite: his disdain embraces 
Jews and other native near easterners ("Syrian" could mean 
Phoenician, Ituraean, Edessan, Nabataean, Palmyrene, etc.). 

Brown's essay begins \vith a general introduction on anti­
Judaism within Christianity from Patristic times to the Second 
Vatican Council's denunciation of it a generation ago. That is 
followed by separate comments on "Anti-Judaism in the Passion 
Narratives of the Four Gospels" and concludes \vith "Observations 
about Je,vish Involvement in the Death of Jesus". Brown clearly 
states that he included this essay in the face of suggestions that he 
omit it: 

[S]ome have advised me against devoting even these few 
pages .to the issue. They have warned me that whatever I 
write will be dismissed as Christian self-justification or 
inadequate. I would do better, they tell me, to treat the 
antiJewish issue as I treated the implications of the passion 
for Christian spirituality and for the systematic theology of 
the redemption, namely, as very important subjects that lie 
outside the scope of a book dedicated to commenting on 
what the Gospels report (p. 386). 
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Brm,,n is quite forthright in suggesting that Jesus himself, in 
what he said and did within his own Je"ish religious community, 
provoked distrust, suspicion, envy and, ultimately, malice. The 
priestly hierarchy at Jerusalem was moved to take action against 
Jesus, certainly prompted by his disruption of Temple services and 
the associated warning about the destruction of that edifice. It 
follows that the Roman governor of Judaea was persuaded (rightly or 
wrongly) that Jesus represented a threat to civil order in the province. 
The action of certain Jews with specific grievances against Jesus is, 
by the time of the Gospel of John, transferred and intensified to a 
condemnation of all Jews of the diaspora (particularly the synagogue 
hierarchy of the Johannine community) in the decades after the first 
Jewish War. Brown makes much of this, not in the essay but in his 
Appendix V: "Jewish Groups Mentioned in the Passion Narratives": 

By using 'the Jews' to refer to those hostile to Jesus John 
identifies the synagogue authorities and their followers of the 
last third of the [first] century (as encountered in the history 
of the Johannine community) as the heirs of the authorities 
and populace who were hostile to Jesus in Judea and Galilee 
during his lifetime (p. 1423 note 10). 

And in a reference to the de-Judaizing tendency of John, 
Brown states: "[John] 18:36 is very Johannine in having Jesus speak 
of 'the Jews' in such an alienated way that one would not suspect 
that he [Jesus] himself was Jewish. This is the language of the 
Johannine Christians expelled from the synagogue" (p. 750). Such 
"Gentilization" of Jesus in the fourth Gospel has an exact modem 
parallel in the Hollywood tendency to ''Nordicize" or "Aryanize" 
Jesus in film biographies. Notable as fair-haired, blue-eyed screen 
Christs are Jeffrey Hunter in "King of Kings" (1962), Max van 
Sydow in "The Greatest Story Ever Told" (1965), Robert Powell in 
"Jesus of Nazareth" (1977) and Willem Dafoes in "The Last 
Temptation of Christ" (1989). We will probably see a similar version 
before this decade is done. That anti-Judaism exists in the minds of 
ignorant folk is no surprise. Far more frightening is its presence in 
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the minds of intelligent and educated people. We are fortunate to 
have the thoughts of a respected and deeply sensitive scholar on an 
issue of fundamental importance. It is appropriate that the closing 
statement of this "excursion" be in Brown's own words: 

There is antiJudaism in the NT as a result of polemics 
between Jews who believed in Jesus and those who did not, 
but it is more restrained than that of G[ospel of] Pet[er] and 
Barnabas. This is an instance of what I think of as a larger 
truth: Frequently among ordinary Christians there was (and 
is) more hostility toward Jews than detectable among official 
spokesmen--a situation that may have been true, vice versa, 
in Judaism as well, if we may judge from comparing the 
more official Mishna and Talmuds with the popular 
Toledoth Yeshu. Several times I have cited passion plays as 
examples of the tendency to enrich the stories of Jesus' death 
with popular imagination, and often a strong antiJudaism 
appears in those plays (p. 1347 note 62). 

*********************** 

The Roman "Trial": 
The transferral of Jesus from Jewish to Roman authority is 

treated abruptly in the Gospel accounts, and Brown is aware of that. 
"The lack of verbal connection between the charges in the Sanhedrin 
trial and the charge known to Pilate probably would give the 
impression that Pilate was deceived by the Sanhedrin authorities. Yet 
the gap is not so sharp as to make the storyline implausible, for in a 
way 'the Messiah' and 'the King of the Jews' can be looked on as 
diverse facets of a common theme" (p. 732). And again: "They [the 
Jewish· authorities] are playing on the fears of a Roman governor that 
this Jew [Jesus] may be trying to restore a kingdom that Rome had 
supplanted twenty-five years before, and by so doing challenge the 
Emperor" (p. 740). 

The location of Pilate's praetorium in Jerusalem, and 
therefore of the Aramaic place-name Gabbatha (a hill or raised area) 
and the At96a'tpwt0<; (pavement) associated with it (both at Jn 
19:13), is given due attention by Brown (pp. 705-10). Present 
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consensus now favors the Herodian Palace which once stood on the 
highest level of the walled city, rather than the Antonia Fortress near 
the Temple or the older Hasmonaean Palace between the two. Brown 
fails to note that the term praetorium was not the designation of a 
building, but that building's official function whenever the 
praefectuslprocurator was in residence. The term is transliterated as 
7tpm:troptov only in Mark ( 15: 16), to specify which cxuA. it {palace) of 
several palaces in Jerusalem was Pilate' s residence at this time (on 
this see now J. Marcus, JBL 111 [1992] 445). That is but one of 
several indications that Mark was ·writing for a Syro-Palestinian, 
rather than a Roman audience: why specify to readers who 
presumably knew little or nothing about the topography of 
Jerusalem? 

In dissecting verse by verse the Roman "trial" narrative in 
the PNs, Brown comes close to behaving as though he has in front of 
him a verbatim transcript of the proceedings, every nuance of which 
can be analyzed (see pp. 740-41 for examples). This is ironic given 
Brown's clearly stated opinion of such a document existing in 
antiquity: " ... the thesis that a written record of the trial existed in the 
Roman archives is a fiction, despite later patristic references to it" 
(p. 753). Nevertheless Brown is straightforward in his approach: 
"There is only one real question and that is the theme of the whole 
trial; beyond the King[ship?] issue the many other things are 
subordinate and irrelevant, and that is why Jesus answers to them 
nothing at all" (p. 734). For Greek as the language in which the 
proceedings were probably conducted see BARev 18 (1992) 60-61. 

From the initial presentation of Jesus to Pilate until the 
affixing of the titulus on the cross the issue of Jesus as rex 
Judaeorum dominates the Gospel narratives. Working backward 
from the titulus to the "trial" seems to be the best approach, since 
neither the Gospels nor other sources offer a "verdict" or a formal 
sentence by Pilate (the wording of the titulus is discussed on p. 476 
and p. 478). Brown presents us with a carefully orchestrated set of 
statements on the accusation of Jesus' claim to kingship: "I think 
there is an historical kernel in the Roman trial: Pilate sentenced Jesus 
to die on the cross on the charge of being 'the King of the Jews"' (p. 
725). Brown is aware that Pilate's question "Are you the King of the 
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Jews?" and Jesus' response "You say so" are worded exactly alike in 
the Greek of all four Gospels: "That is almost unique in the PNs ... " 
(p. 727). 250 pages later, in a discussion of discrete portions of the 
various narratives of the crucifixion, Brown reiterates with emphasis: 
"I see no convincing objection to its (i.e. the titulus) historicity as 
the expression of the charge on which the Romans executed Jesus" 
(p. 968). 

That the public actions and statements of Jesus within his 
own religious community may have had a marked political impact is 
also given due attention. Though for Brown "[t]he Roman issue [i.e. 
regarding Jesus] has a political tone" (p. 729), it is not that simple: 
"Historically the situation may have been far more complicated, for 
both the destruction of the sanctuary and the claim to be the Messiah 
would have had political implications" (p. 729 note 3). Again: "Thus 
in 1 st cent. Palestine the charge that Jesus was claiming that title 
["King of the Jews'1 might well be understood by the Romans as an 
attempt to reestablish the kingship over Judea and Jerusalem 
[formerly] exercised by the Hasmonaeans ... and Herod the Great" 
(p. 731). 

With that in mind it is perhaps a bit easier to understand the 
implications of the exchange between ''the Jews" and Pontius Pilate 
regarding the exact words of the titulus in Jn. 19:21-22. Pilate wants 
the public to know he found the condemned guilty as charged. To 
mince words might lead to suspicions that Jesus was executed on the 
strength of a false accusation. (On the wording of the trilingual 
titulus, see P.L. Maier, 'The Inscription on the Cross of Jesus of 
Nazareth', Hermes ([1995] in press). Thus the blunt reply of a 
harrassed governor o y£ypaqxx, y£ypaqxx, which in the Vulgate' s 
Quod scripsi, scripsi is two syllables less voluble. Pilate's curt, 

. laconic phrase foreshadows that of a later time and very· different 
·circumstance: Roma locuta, causa .fini ta. 

Pilate himself remains enigmatic. Until 1961 we knew of him 
only from the scattered accounts in the Christian and non-Christian 
literary tradition. But that year a fragmentary Latin inscription 
bearing his name and at least one of his titles was found in 
excavations at Caesarea (Israel). That has been ''idely publicized, as 
the relevant portion of Brown's sectional bibliography (pp. 666-8) 

167 



MacAdam, Gethsemane, JBS 17, October 1995 
attests. Oddly missing from that list is a citation of the ingenious and 
plausible reconstruction of the Pilatus inscription by G. Labbe in 
REA 93 (1991) 277-99. Labbe maintains that the word Tiberieum in 
line 1, taken to be a substantive and referring to a structure, is 
instead an adjective modifying the preceding word of which only 
traces of a final "S" remain on the stone: perhaps opus or nemus, or 
as Labbe argues, munus (a gift or donation, or some public service 
rendered): 

[Munu ]s Tiberieum 
[Pon]tius Pilatus 

[Praef]ectus luda[ ea ]e 
[f]e[cit] 

Whatever the case, this remains the only epigraphic 
attestation of any of Judaea's governors before the Jewish War of 
66-7 4 and is significant for that reason alone. 

As in the Gethsemane episode, it is John's account of the 
Roman proceedings which compels the attention of the reader. It also 
recently served as the focus of an examination of the trial by a 
prominent Roman historian, Fergus Millar (Tribute to Geza Vermes 
[1990] 355-81) who stated that John offers us" ... the best account 
which we have of the steps which led to the crucifixion" (p. 366). 
Indeed it may, but John's trial narrative could be just as driven by 
theological concerns as is his account of the arrest of Jesus. We may 
benefit from Brown's cautionary statements on this very issue: " ... 
the Johannine account of the Roman trial [is] one of the master 
dramatic constructions in this Gospel" (p. 743), and some pages 
later: "John has given us the chef d'oeuvre of early Christian drama, 
unfolding with perspicacity the confrontation of the divine and 
human" (p. 759). 

Whether Luke had similar intentions in his account of Jesus 
being sent to Herod Antipas by Pilate is a separate issue. Brown does 
"... contend that Herod conducted an avalCptati; or preliminary 
investigation, in which procedure he would return the prisoner to the 
governor with an evaluation" (p. 737). Luke's parallel with the 
"double-trial" of Paul before Festus and Agrippa I (Acts 25;26) has 
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long been obvious. There are no examples of "dual" provincial trials 
from non-Christian literature. There are parallels for Matthew' s 
account of the dream of Pilate's wife. Though her name, Claudia 
Procula, is known only from later, apocryphal Christian literature, it 
is worth noting here that a bracelet-inscription in Greek, attesting the 
name Klaudia Prok/a, has recently been re-dated to the first half of 
the first century A.D. The bracelet is associated \vith a lead 
sarcophagus found in a hillside family burial plot near Beirut, 
Lebanon. See J. Carington-Smith, Antichthon 18 (1984) 102-07. 

The "Barabbas Episode": 
This episode is critical for a number of reasons, not least the 

leverage given to Pilate regarding the fate of Jesus. Without 
Barabbas to present as a choice between two prisoners, Pilate alone 
must decide the issue of Jesus' death. Barabbas allows Pilate to put 
that decision in the hands of "the crowd". The dilemma for us is 
whether Barabbas is a ma/us ex machina invented for effect, or a 
historical figure imprisoned for involvement in a local civil 
disturbance. Barabbas' role is more critical than (e.g.) that of Simon 
of Cyrene, who could be omitted from John's account for theological 
reasons. Barabbas is more like Joseph of Arimathea: his brief 
appearance resolves a difficulty. Barabbas is introduced abruptly by 
Mark, who makes it very clear (15:7) he is connected with "the 
stasis" (rendered as seditio in the Vulgate) in Jerusalem sometime 
prior to this day. Some lesser texts of Matthew render his name as 
Jesus Barabbas, further complicating matters. 

John's account ofBarabbas calls him a A.ncrTft'=i, a bandit. B 
discusses the term A.ncr't'ft9A.ncr'tat on pp. 283-84 and again at 686-
88, but makes no reference to either B.D. Shaw, "Bandits in the 
Roman Empire" (P&P 105 [1984) 3-52) or to B. Isaac, "Bandits in 
Judaea and Arabia" (HSCP 88 [1984] 171-203) in spite of citing 
Sean Freyne's "Bandits in Galilee" (1988) in the bibliography on p. 
665. Though there are several attested instances of pardons or 
amnesties granted by Roman governors (summarized by Brown on 
pp. 816-7), none is connected with a festival custom as is the 
Barabbas episode, and none involves a prisoner sentenced to death. 
Thus the privilegium paschale of the Gospels remains an enigma. 
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Brown's summation is judicious: Pilate's release of Barabbas is a 
"historical memory; however, that need not include the custom of a 
release during the feast or the close relationship between the release 
of Barabbas and the condemnation of Jesus" (p. 753 note 44). 

Mark's reference to "the stasis" in the city implies to me that 
two probably unrelated incidents (a civil disturbance; the temple 
"cleansing" by Jesus) occurred almost simultaneously. Fairly or not, 
Jesus may have been accused of implication in both: the temple 
authorities could charge him with messianic pretentions, and Pilate 
with civil insurrection. "King of the Jews" neatly combines both 
charges: pseudo-messiah and pretender-king. Barabbas was said to 
be associated with "the riot". Mark's use of the definite article 
implies that his audience knows which riot. Surely readers in Syria­
Palestine might make such a distinction, but who in Rome would 
know? Neither Barabbas' role in a riot, nor whether he was a 
convicted criminal awaiting execution, is made clear. If the Roman 
governors of Judaea on occasion granted amnesty at the Passover 
festival Josephus knew nothing about it. On that issue his silence is 
significant. 

The accounts of Jesus before Pilate have a particular 
fascination because they represent the intersection of Roman imperial 
and Jewish provincial affairs at a specific moment in time. This alone 
doesn't make them unique, but their detailed witness does even if the 
narrative might be inaccurate, biased or confused. Each account is, 
therefore, problematical in and of itself, in relation to the other three 
gospels, and in the light of anything else known about Roman/Jewish 
legal procedure. That is precisely what makes this historical episode 
attractive and frustrating at one and the same time. Two centuries of 
intense scholarly attention (biblical and classical) have not produced 
a consensus of opinion which would satisfy Von Ranke'.s quest for 
wie es eigentlich gewesen ("what has actually happened"). We 
would need new primary source material for that. 
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3. Golgotha 

The Crucifixion and the Burial: 
We know a little more about this form of execution in the 

Roman world due to an accidental archaeological discovery in Israel 
in the late 1960s. The first century AD. remains of a crucified Jew 
name Y ehohanan were exhumed, recorded, and then reburied. 
Unfortunately this was done hastily, and even more regretfully that 
haste generated much silly and speculative analysis about the 
mechanics of this particular crucifixion (notably Y. Y adin, !El 23 
[1973] 19-22). Even Hollywood responded: Martin Scorsese's "The 
Last Temptation of Christ" (1989) featured a truly grotesque 
crucifi'Cion scenario based on these scholarly misinterpretations. 
Brown offers instead two comprehensive and very intelligent 
discussions of the archaeological/historical (pp. 945-52) and medical 
(pp. 1088-92) evidence for Roman crucifixion. 

Brown's exposition (pp. 1205-1234) of the Joseph of 
Arimathea episode is quite exemplary from beginning to end. The 
historicity of it is assured by the simple logic that the earliest 
Christian community knew well that not one of Jesus' closest 
associates was able to provide him with a burial-place. That has as 
much to do with the flight of "The Twelve" from Gethsemane as it 
does to the reality that the speed and sequence of events (the arrest, 
the trials, the crucifixion) overtook their ability to plan in advance 
for this tragic outcome to the Jerusalem ministry of Jesus. 

The closing verses of chapter 15 of the Gospel of Mark are 
therefore especially resonant in that they are perhaps the very earliest 
account of how ''the remembering community" assessed the impact 
of the death of Jesus: Mk. 15:45 says simply [PilatosJ E.&npilcrcxw 'to 
1t't&µcx {="[Pilate] granted the corpse'1 to Joseph of ArUilathea. In its 
bluntness the phrase is characteristic of Mark, and as Brown 
observes {p. 1221 note 40) the Greek phrase may be a faithful 
rendering of the more legalistic Latin donavit cadaver (somewhat 
muted to donavit corpus in the Vulgate). For Matthew and Luke, 
who provide infancy narratives, the apposition of a Joseph present at 
the birth and death of Jesus is fortuitous, but there is no attempt by 
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either to enhance the coincidence. Brown's comment on this (p. 
1228 note 58) is less certain about the "accidental" aspect of the 
similarity of names. 

Brown ponders (p. 1228) how Joseph of Arimathea could 
condone the Sanhedrin's conviction of Jesus and still be among those 
"awaiting the kingdom". Joseph may not have participated in the 
Sanhedrin's interrogation; but see Brown's note 61 on that page. 
The location of Golgotha/Calvary and Jesus' place of burial is 
judiciously reviewed (pp. 1279-1283). Recent excavation within the 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre indicates that an abandoned stone 
quarry lies beneath the subsequent Roman temple and Christian 
sanctuaries. That quarry must have been just outside the pre­
Agrippan walls of Jerusalem, perhaps near the Genath ("Garden") 
Gate known to Josephus. Hence John's remark that Jesus' tomb was 
near a garden. This is given support by many contemporary 
inscriptions which attest cemeteries and gardens in proximity (see 
PPUAES Ill A #800.6 [Greek] and /LS #8345 ff. [Latin]). 

No other proposed site for the tomb of Jesus has nearly as 
good a claim as this. Brown's closing statement on that topic is 
worth reproducing in full: 

. . . And beneath nearly 1, 700 years of architectural 
endeavors, not visible to the pilgrim's eye, which sees a 
marble covering, there are still the very meager remnants 
from the walls of a cave that has the best claim to have been 
the burial place hewn out of rock into which a pious 
Sanhedrist placed the corpse of the crucified Jesus. (p. 
1283). 

Conclusion 
How close can we get to the events of the last day in the life 

of Jesus? Paul was perhaps the closest in time and place and it is all 
the more regretable that he was unconcerned with the historical 
aspects. His desire to "question Peter" (ia'tOp{Jaat [K'Jl<Pllv] = videre 
[Petrum]) in Gal. 1:18 afforded him a chance to confront a 
contemporary witness to events (p. 618). But even knowing that Paul 
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bad access to an eyewitness how can we distinguish in Paul what is 
historical? How then can we do the same for the Gospels? This very 
difficulty was already evident by the time Eusebius of Caesarea 
produced his History of the Church in the fourth century. Eusebius 
was a native of Palestine and even he couldn't add a single item of 
"biographical" information, outside the NT, to the life and times of 
Jesus, and little enough to the history of the nascent Christian 
community before the advent of the first Jewish War in 66. However 
limited as historical records the Gospel PNs are, they remain the 
major primary sources for the death of Jesus. We must work with 
what we have. 

In Brown's "Appendi" II: Dating the Crucifi~on" is the 
refreshing statement "Except for the romantic few who think that 
Jesus did not die on the cross but woke up in the tomb and ran off to 
India with Mary Magdalene, most scholars accept the uniform 
testimony of the Gospels that Jesus died during the Judeaen 
prefecture of Pontius Pilate, which is usually dated between AD. 26 
and 36" (p. 1373). Equally salutary is Brown's refusal to step into 
the chronological quicksand of attempting to harmonize the 
discordant chronologies of the Synoptics and John: "[M]y judgment 
is that the various attempts to reconcile the chronological 
discrepancies between the Synoptics and John are implausible, 
unnecessary, and misleading. The two Gospel traditions have given 
us irreconcilable chronological notices. Logically, then, neither or 
only one set of notices can be historical" (p. 1369). Did any 
evangelist have "personal knowledge" of the date of Jesus' death? 
Probably not. Here again Brown does not mince words: "One can 
doubt that without descending into the nihilism of assuming that no 
writer knew or cared about anything that happened in Jesus' 
passion" (p. 1361note20). 

By medieval times, Christian tradition associated Jesus' 
birth with a stable-cave (under the Church of the Nativity in the 
village of Bethlehem), and his death with a sepulchre-cave (under the 
Church of the Holy Sepulchre in the nearby city of Jerusalem). Both 
events were thus imbued with the ancient Roman virtue of humi/itas. 
It is worth remembering that the words "humus" and "humble" are 
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from the same root that gives us "humility", and it is fitting that the 
word "human" also derives from it. 

Nowhere else in the NT canon is the humanity of Jesus more 
evident than in the Gospel PNs, from his anguished prayer for 
deliverance in Gethsemane, to the physical abuse endured by him at 
Gabbatha, through his cry of despair from Golgotha. Nowhere else 
are the frailties and failings of his closest friends more evident: the 
inability to stay awake in the garden, the betrayal by Judas, the 
denials of Peter. At Calvary only a few women friends witnessed his 
death; the inclusion there of his mother and a male disciple in John 
19:26 would appear to be a later and deliberate theological construct. 
The Death of the Messiah is certain to remain the standard work on 
this topic well into the next century. Because of it we may be a little 
more optimistic that the "quest for the historical Jesus" is not a 
hopeless and fruitless search. Prof. J. P. Meier may be correct in 
stating very recently that "... the chasm of two millenia makes 
verification of what a lst century marginal Jew did in a marginal 
province at the eastern end of the Roman empire extremely difficult" 
(see A Marginal Jew II (1994) 517). Difficult, yes. But not 
impossible. 

Postscript 

Henry Innes MacAdam 
Princeton, N.J. 

US.A. 

In a publication of such length and complexity I have found 
very few typographical mistakes or other minor oversights. I note 
here the following so that a new edition might rectify them. The 
reference to the 1949 edition of the Oxford Classical Dictionary (p. 
332 note 6) looks-a bit out-of-date in light of the edition published in 
1972. There is inadvertent reversal of the "revised" dates of Pilate's 
prefecture (p. 694-95 note 43). Greek £9vot should be EeVT\ 
(nominative plural neuter) at p. 386 note 236. The term is spelled 
correctly on p. 779. In the first line of the last paragraph on p. 1224, 
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"exercised" should read "excised". The following abbreviations were 
used: 

ANRW = Aufstieg und Niedergang der Romischen Welt 

BARev = Biblical Archaeologist Review 

CBQ = Catholic Biblical Quarterly 

CIS = Corpus Inscriptionum Semiticarum 

CSR = Christian Scholars Review 

HSCP = Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 

IEJ = Israel Exploration Journal 

ILS = Inscriptiones Latinae Selectae 

JBL = Journal of Biblical Literature 

NTS =New Testament Studies 

P &P= Past and Present 

PP AES = Publications of the Princeton Archaeological Expeditions 
to Syria 

REA = Revue des Etudes Anciennes 

ABSTRACT 
Raymond Brown's Death of the Messiah (1994) is the most 

comprehensive and detailed examination, in any language, of the 
Gospel passion narratives. This review article is contributed by a 
historian who specializes in the study of the Graeco-Roman Near 
East. In it he examines and evaluates Fr. Brown's utilization of all 
the evidence relevant to the final day in the life of Jesus of Nazareth. 
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Notable is the reviewer's detailed argument against Roman 
involvement in the arrest at Gethsemane, and the emphasis on 
Brown's eloquent and courageous essay on the subject of anti­
Judaism in the New Testament in general, and in the passion 
narratives in particular 
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