
both views are held dogmatically, each resting on a narrowly

defined conception of “God.” Psychologically, they are the same in

that they claim that they know the “truth.”

Language and The Historical Jesus

The limitation of language is also true, of course, of the words

of Jesus, who, the New Testament says, taught us to pray “Our

Father, who art in Heaven … .” This is a familiar phrase for

Christians. It is a 17th century translation from the Latin, copied

over and over by monks for centuries after being translated into

Latin from Greek. These words are attributed to Jesus, who spoke in

Aramaic, a language still spoken in parts of the Middle East.

Arabic is the popular language of the Arab world today and is

the sacred language of the Koran, the scriptures that Muslims

believe were revealed to Mohammed, the prophet of Islam. Some

believe it is the language of Allah himself. “Allah” is the Arabic word

for “Deo” and “God.” The word Jesus used was “Allaha.”

The script for Aramaic and Arabic is radically different from

English. Translation is a very difficult task and much can be lost

across the centuries and across several languages (as is the case

here), especially since translators are biased by a particular theolog-

ical way of thinking. Translators must make difficult decisions,

which is why translations differ.

For instance, whereas in the First century Christian church

men and women seem to equally share priestly functions, by the

Second century a strong patriarchy had emerged—and only men

became priests in the evolving Church. The idea of God-as-Father

supported the way the church was being re-structured and would

encourage translators to write “Our Father” rather than “Oh

Birther” as Neil Douglas-Klotz believes the Aramaic should be

translated.

71

Chapter Eight: God’s Word and the Limits of Language

 



Were we reading the “Our father who art in heaven” phrase

translated by Douglas-Klotz directly from the Aramaic, it would

read “O Birther, father-mother of the Cosmos.” Now, Douglas-Klotz

is also a translator with his theological biases! We cannot avoid the

fact that all is interpreted! Every word that you read here is being

interpreted through your filtering systems—your beliefs—your

biases. But suppose Christians were praying “O Birther” rather than

“Our Father.” Does this seem different to you? Likewise, does “cos-

mos” strike you differently than “Heaven”?

Thus, we don’t truly know what the words of Jesus were,

despite the fact that Christian scholars have been seeking to under-

stand Jesus the man for centuries. Since about 1850 serious scholar-

ship has taken place—especially in Europe and America. One such

scholar was Albert Schweitzer, the great organist, theologian and

medical doctor, who spent most of his adult life in Africa providing

Western medical services to the people. In 1898 as referenced earli-

er, his work “The Quest for the Historical Jesus” burst like a bomb on

the European religious scene. For a decade he was forbidden to

preach to the African people.

Actually many scholars preceded him in this quest to cut

through the traditional theology to find the real Jesus—with his

brothers and sisters and mother and father and life as a child and

adolescent. These scholars’ recounting would go like this:

He lived.

He wrote nothing.

He died in the year 29.

Stories were told.

Paul (the apostle) wrote letters to Christians 20 to 30 years

later.

During this period, it was common to hear stories about

extraordinary miracles performed by heroes and heroines that were

told and believed across the world, and many religions celebrated
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the death and resurrection of a god. Such stories were very familiar

in Jesus’ time. Christians believed he had survived death but had

many differing ideas about how. They felt his presence. Paul said he

appeared “in” him, equating this with other stories of Jesus’ resur-

rection. Others said “to” them, that is, he “appeared” to them.

However different the stories, the storytellers say they felt a pro-

found difference in their lives.

About the year 65 A.D., a gospel (good news) was written and

ascribed to Mark. Scholars believe that some individuals wrote

notes about Jesus that were later gathered in a document called

quelle (source) or Q. In about 80 A.D., Luke and Matthew wrote

their gospels, and later John did so, all using the source “Q.”

Many other writings, including small books, emerged late in

the First century attributing vastly different theologies to this man

Jesus. A number of these texts were hidden to avoid destruction by

other Christians. (In 1945, they—the Nag Hammadi texts—were

discovered in earthen jars.) In Luke and Matthew we read (for the

first time) the Virgin Birth story—80 years after Jesus’ birth. The

earlier gospel of Mark doesn’t mention it. So:

He lived

He died

He was remembered

He was experienced as a living presence to many.

He was interpreted in many different ways.

He was written about (decades later.)

He was doctrinized.

He became the source for a new religion.

The key question for me is: Can people of the 21st century

have the same deep spiritual experience as the early Christians

had—and as the Hebrews, Hindus, Muslims and many others

before and since then had—in the original emergence of their faith?
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