Pharisees, Sadduccees, Scribes.

 3 questions are addressed in this short article: 

a) Who were these Jewish groups mentioned in the New Testament Gospels?

b) Why are they invariably portrayed in such a negative way?

c) What are we supposed to do with such anti-Semitic passages?
Who were they?

Pharisees were a group of very observant Jews who focused on the living of all elements of the Torah, and who were very ‘present’ in the Judean and diaspora Jewish communities from the 2nd C BCE to the 1st C. after Christ. (They are referred to in Roman, Greek, and Rabbinic texts as well as in the Gospels). 

While our impression of them is coloured by the anti-Pharisaic biases of the Gospel writers, it’s more likely that Pharisees were a well-respected group known for preserving a vital, lively religious tradition and a profound faith in a Living God.

 (And there are some scholars who point out similarities between what we know of Pharisees and the practices of Jesus).

Sadduccees were likewise a sub-group of Palestinian Judaism in this period. It’s harder to know who they really were as there is less non-Biblical comparative evidence to draw upon, but they appear to be very closely associated with the Temple priesthood.  (Their name may derive from Zadok, who was High Priest under David), or come from t the Hebrew “tsadiqqim” = righteous ones.) What is clear from the Rabbinic literature after 70CE is that they were often in theological opposition to Pharisees. Sadduccees were also noted for their penchant for severe punishment for Temple and ritual infractions.

Sadduccees, unlike other groups in late Judaism, rejected the belief in an after life, resurrection or immortality of the soul.

They were drawn largely from families of the priestly tribes, and were also members of the social upperclasses of Palestinian Jewish culture.

A third group that comes in for criticism by the Gospel authors are the Scribes.  Usually they are named in combination with Pharisees, which signals for us a group in opposition to the teaching and followers of Jesus. When not in company with Pharisees, they appear in conjunction with “Chief Priests (Mk 11:27), and figure prominently in the narratives that describe the death of Jesus (‘the passion narratives).  The best conclusions we can reach concerning ‘scribes’ is that the word is used rather fluidly to describe those whose focus was on the written Law (Torah) of Moses,  and probably also those involved in the preservation of ‘scriptures’ – texts which were eventually to become part of what we know as ‘the Old Testament.’  When used in the Christian Scriptures by the Gospel writers, “scribes” tends to suggest those who were more interested in ‘what was written’ than in how these words were lived.
Essenes
 A group not mentioned in New Testament scripture are the Essenes, a ‘sect’ of Judaism during the 2 centuries before Christ, up to the war with Rome 66-70 CE. What we know of the group comes from the writings of Josephus and Philo.  This group centered around Qumran – the group responsible for composing many of the texts known as the “Dead Sea Scrolls” (found at Qumran in 1948 and following).  The word is not clear in its meaning, but could mean “pure ones” or “pious ones” or “healers”.  They were a group that chose to ‘be separate’ from the surrounding culture – rather like a Christian monastic group. It’s possible that John the Baptizer had some association or connection with the Essene sect, but was not a resident of the Qumran community (but the arguments, while interesting, are not compelling enough to say so with any certainty, simply because we do not have enough data on the Essenes outside Qumran, or for that matter about John the Baptizer).

b) Why are they portrayed in a negative light in the New Testament?
It’s easy to forget that Christian faith began in a Jewish context, and that, simply put, the first “Christians” were Jews. In fact to Roman ‘outsiders’ the “Way” of Jesus was seen as a Jewish sect.

Most scholars are agreed that the period during which the Gospels were written was one of extreme turmoil in the area we now know as Israel- Palestine.  The Judean region had been a Roman province, ruled by ‘puppet kings’ sponsored by Rome, and supported by the presence of a Roman Governor and legion (we know 2 from the Gospels: Quirinius, during the time of Jesus’ birth, and Pontius Pilate, at the time of his death). Judea was a scrabbly backwater of the Empire, and a constant thorn in the side, particularly because of the Jewish rejection  on religious/theological grounds of the Roman religion which believed in a ‘pantheon’ – or cosmic collection of many gods. This turmoil reached boiling point in c.66 CE, at which point, Rome threw the might of its armies at the province, quelling rebellion at Masada (above the Dead Sea), and destroying Jerusalem’s religious icon, the Temple, in 70CE, and the subsequent enforced dispersion (or diaspora) of observant religious Jews.

The four Gospels of the New Testament were all written either just after or decades  after 70CE, and so there are two time periods and contexts to be aware of in each Gospel; the time and context of Jesus (the 30s CE), and the time of the Gospel writers (from 70s to 110 CE). It’s hard therefore to work out whether the debates between Jesus and some of these groups, as portrayed by the Gospel writers, happened ‘as is’  or whether the accounts reflect the time of writing as well.

It’s likely that both during Jesus’ time and in the time of the Gospel writers, there was tension between the various religious and political groups of the Judean region (just as there is nowadays among different ‘groups’ of Christians).  Sometimes this tension erupted into outright rivalry and distrust.  Post 70 CE, it was literally dangerous for Christian groups to be identified as Jews, because to be so in the Empire was pretty much a guarantee of persecution or death, so the Christian groups made every effort to self-identify as something radically different from Judaism, and this is reflected in the writing.

c) What do we do about this?  How do we counter anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism in our Scriptures?

The first thing to say is that we must do something! 

The second thing to say is, it’s not so simple!!

For many Christians, this question is complicated by the age-old tradition of seeing Scripture as the “words of God.”  This means that for many Christians,  “if it’s in the Bible, God said it, and therefore it must be true.”   Therefore, the thinking goes,  if the  Bible portrays the various groups as hostile to Jesus, that’s just the way it was. Moreover, there are Christians who read certain passages as clearly indicating that persecution back is okay. If “they killed Jesus”, it’s okay for us to ‘persecute them ( see e.g. Matthew 27:25).  This  sort of thinking/believing has led to centuries of persecution of Jews by Christians, and some of the most atrocious actions in history. This is why we must do something!
At Cedar Park, we belong to a tradition in Christianity that takes the Bible as a ‘holy book’ in that it shows us many ways in which people have believed in God, but we do NOT believe that every word  of Scripture was somehow dictated by God.  We believe the Bible is the product of centuries of human authors and communities of readers and interpreters who collected these particular texts because they tell the stories of God, and of the particular people of God who have followed a way of living in the world that values justice for all, liberation of oppressed and enslaved people, that promotes the full humanity of every woman, child and man, that promotes the care of the planet and all its creatures, and that believes that God created everything as an expression of the eternal characteristic of God which is Love.
Because we believe the Bible was authored by humans, we can see its flaws, its changes of mind, its differences of opinion and conviction, its partial and imperfect ways of understanding human nature and the mystery of God.  In fact it’s because of its imperfections that we see ourselves inside its pages!! Rather than it being a ‘holy book of rules’  we see it as a  mirror human longing to know and love and be loved by God.  And that’s what makes it holy for us.
Therefore when we come across texts that portray hatred of other people, we see mirrors of ourselves in our brokenness,  but we do NOT see them as models of how we too might treat others.  
 Always the challenge for Christians who read the Bible as a mirror of human longing to know and love and be loved by God, is to hold up every text we read against the key principles we know to be at the heart of our faith: God’s eternal love for the world and its beloved creatures. God’s desire to be in relationship with creation in such a way that its fulfillment, its health and its blessing is available, abundantly to all.

If this is the central core of our faith, then those passages of Scripture which portray brokenness, hatred, small-mindedness and the power of fear to overshadow goodness (for a time), need to be held up as examples of how we as humans can so easily get it wrong, time and again.   But we also need to counter the human images with those recurrent bursts of inspiration that occur in Scripture (and in our own lives), when God’s love, reconciliation and healing break through.   If they can break through this very human-yet-holy text we call “the Bible”,  then we can also hope, expect and look for God’s love, reconciliation and healing to break through in our own very human-yet-holy lives. 

So, to answer our third question; when we encounter  in Scripture any texts which  contain anti-Judaism, or the condoning of slavery, or the unjust treatment of others (human or any creature of God) we know we are encountering a mirror of the worst of human behaviour,  and our task then is to hold the text, the mirror, and ourselves up to the daylight of God’s healing power.
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