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11. Richard A. Horsley, Sociology and the Jesus Movement, Continuum, 1994 (1989)

Interest in the social concerns of biblical texts and use of sociological methods are nothing new,
of course. Earlier in this century, in fact, interest in social issues and use of sociological method
were strong and showing signs of sophisticated development within New Testament studies. In the
United States in particular, the social gospel's concern for social justice and the early development

of academic sociology converged in the Chicago School.

During the 1930s, however, European neo-orthodoxy and its emphasis on the revelatory word
of God displaced the overly optimistic social gospel in the United States, and little was done for
nearly fifty years to build on the work of Case, Matthews, and others in the first third of the
century. (2)

sociological method

Hermann Gunkel's concept of Sitz im Leben

Bultmann's own highly influential theology focused narrowly on personal decision about one's

"authentic existence."

The result in New Testament studies for most of the last two generations has been a sort of

"methodological docetism, as if believers had minds and spirits unconnected with their individual

and corporate bodies." Scriptural interpretation focused on religious ideas in its fundamental

orientation toward the inner life of individuals.

Now, however, we are no longer satisfied with such an idealist individualist theological
understanding of the biblical texts. We have rediscovered that biblical literature is about the
problems and experiences of real people. (3)

Paul

In the Gospels there is little or no attention given to the salvation of individual souls and a
great deal given to interpersonal and community relations including economic matters. ... The
epistles are full of references to persecution of the early Christians and to conflicts between the
leaders of the nascent movement.

new beginnings

for nearly two decades (4)

Partly because of the fragmentary evidence and partly because we are dealing with ancient
historical realities, there may be problems in the compatibility of modern social scientific
approaches and distinctive ancient historical data. (5)



Most sociological methods and models have been developed in analysis of modern European or

American social phenomena, There may thus be a general problem of their suitability for analysis

of ancient traditional societies and social phenomena.

The sociology of religion, however, was developed on the particular modern Western
assumption that "religion” is a distinctive and even separable social institution (such as the
"church™), differentiated from the political and economic dimensions of life and institutions in
society (the "state" and business corporations) . In ancient "biblical" societies, like most traditional
societies, there was no such differentiation of the religious, political, and economic dimensions of
society.

then priority must be given to the historical evidence and the sociological concepts or model
adapted (or even abandoned) to avoid simply projecting modern social realities back into the
historical (biblical) situations. (6)

As we have become aware of the "peril of modernizing” not only Jesus but New Testament
communities as well, .... we have begun to recognize how strange the early Christian movements
were. We have begun to recognize that they were “revolutionary,” challenging the dominant
cultures and ruling orders "through a powerful set of alternative values and behaviors." (7)

A final problem evident in some of the studies using social scientific methods is the
substitution of a new form of abstraction. ... interpreters may substitute the abstractions of
sociological theories and models.

Biblical interpretation should really become a two-way process of mutual criticism. Biblical
studies has long espoused the ideal that the scriptural text is allowed to affect and influence the
interpreter, even to call the interpreter's self-understanding into question. Anthropology apparently
espouses a similar ideal: good cross-cultural methods require the interpreter to account for his/her
own social location. It seems difficult to determine whether and to what extent this has actually
occurred and what difference it has made heretofore in either biblical or anthropological
interpretations of others' cultures. (8)

This study takes Gerd Theissen's Sociology of Early Palestinian Christianity as its starting point

because it has been the most influential sociological treatment of earliest Christianity to date.

It also filled a scholarly and interpretive vacuum;

the Jesus movement

sociology of Knowledge, structural-functionalism

Theissen's presentation holds some promise. He has recognized that early Christianity was
diverse.

In the most substantive and critical response to Theissen to date, John Elliott has identified
some of the problems in Theissen's treatment. (9)

Theissen finds that the movement was a "failure,” that it had no function in Palestinian Jewish
society. Ironically, this means that what Theissen has demonstrated is that there is no point in
pursuing any further a structural-functional analysis of "early Palestinian Christianity."

In so doing they illustrate the continuing problems identified above in sociological investigation
and interpretation of the Jesus movement(s): i.e., the generation and interpretation of evidence
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and the (lack of) fit between modern social scientific models and ancient historical realities.
(10)

the Synoptic Sayings Source, "Q"

Meaning is always contextual. Hence the standard scholarly practice of taking Jesus' sayings
out of their out of their literary context in Q (or in pre-Q discourses, or in Mark or in pre-Markan
discourses) leaves the meaning of individuals sayings completely dependent on the context
supplied by the modern scholarly interpreter. The social context constructed is one of itinerant
individuals alienated from social context, seemingly in direct dependence upon Theissen's
"wandering charismatics."

The highly individualistic model thus constructed would appear to reflect the cultural alienation

characteristic of modern intellectuals rather than the drive for social renewal apparent in Mark or

It is just such a projection of an anachronistic and inappropriate model onto nascent Christian

movements that the other approach is at pains to avoid in its emphasis on using consciously

constructed social scientific models.

to use Jesus' sayings and other New Testament data to illustrate the modern social scientific
model (11)
the most striking continuity between both of the recent trends of interpretation and Theissen's

provocative study is their common acceptance of the standard constructions of the principal

component concepts, characteristics, groups, and background of ancient "Judaism" and "early
Christianity." (12)

12. David G. Horrell, An Introduction to the Study of Paul. Second Edition, T & T Clark, 2006.

Recent decades have witnessed the introduction of a wide range of new approaches into the
field of biblical studies. Alongside the traditional focus upon historical-critical study has come a
wide range of literary, social-scientific and other methods which have greatly diversified the
discipline. ... social-scientific and feminist modes of interpretation

Since the early 1970s, the field of anthropology and sociology (106)

questions have been asked about the cultural, political and social world which the early
Christian inhabited, about the relationship between the early Christian groups and the wider
society within which they were located, about the kinds of people who joined the Christian
movement, rituals and structures of the earliest congregations, about how power and authority
were exercised and legitimated within them and so on.

Gerd Theissen, Wayne Meeks (107)

the general picture of social diversity within the Pauline congregations has been very widely
accepted.

Justin Meggitt:: the poor, the non-elite, of Roman society, close to subsistence level

they are all poor (108)

Meeks: baptism works as a 'ritual of initiation'... the Lord's Supper serves not only as a

dramatized reminder of the story ... but also as a 'ritual of solidarity', binding the members of the



community together as one body in Christ (109)
the Pauline churches were communities in which conventional distinctions between Jews and
Gentiles, slaves and free persons, men and women were transcended through the adoption of a
new unity and identity in Christ, communities where all could participate fully according to
whatever gift the Spirit gave them.... But it also seems clear that life in the churches fell short of
the ideal vision, expressed in baptism and the Lord's Supper, that many different people had
become one body in Christ.

Once again Theissen's work has been influential, and he has suggested one answer to the

guestion concerning the social character of Paul's teaching. Taking up a proposal made many
years earlier by Ernst Troeltsch, Theissen argues that the ethos of Paul's teaching can be
summarized as one of 'love-patriarchalism.' (110)

there is some scope for claiming that Paul's vision is somewhat more radical and
counter-cultural than Theissen allows. (111)

Until relatively recently, the subject of Paul's relationship to the Roman Empire was somewhat
neglected, especially compared with the dominant (and important) topic of Paul's relationship to
Judaism.

Recent years have, however, seen a renewed interest in the subject of Christianity and the
Roman empire, and more specifically the New Testament and the imperial cult.

the work of the 'Paul and Politics' Group at the annual meetings of the USA-based Society of
Biblical Literature, published in a series of volumes edited by Richard Horsley. Paul's political
stance is often assumed to be rather conservative and conformist .... Here Paul seems to urge

Christian to quiet submission to the state, ... A different perspective, however, is presented in the
work of Horsley and his colleagues, (113)
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Gerd Theissen, The Social Setting of Pauline Christianity. Essays on Corinth, Wipf & Srock,
1982 (1975).
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. Richard A. Horsley, Sociology and the Jesus Movement, Continuum, 1994 (1989)

David G. Horrell, An Introduction to the Study of Paul. Second Edition, T & T Clark, 2006.
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