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Abstract: This article argues that the dendritic (tree-like) or traditional model of
Christian origins must be replaced with a plectic (braid-like) model. The dendritic
model assumes that Christianity began at a specific point in both time and space—in
the person of “Jesus of Nazareth "—and then branched out to form the various ancient
sects of Christianity. This article asks: What if the numerous forms of “Christianity”
did not all derive from a single historical figure? What if these earliest
“Christianities” arose in the same way that the different forms and varieties of
Egyptian, Indic, and Greco-Roman religions evolved? A new paradigm is proposed
where the various forms of Christianity can be envisioned as forming by the
coalescence of various threads (or trajectories) of religious tradition. Some of the
threads may trace back into the mists of prehistory, others may trace to the turn of the
current era, and still others may have begun in the second or third centuries CE. Not
all early forms of Christianity contained the same threads. Not all threads stayed in
the braid for long, and still others continued into the present. After entering the braid,
threads of tradition evolved, bifurcated, branched off, or were absorbed into other
traditions. Clearly, this is what we see happening today as multitudinous sects, cults,
and denominations continue to arise and go extinct. As in historical geology, so too in
religious history: The present is the key to the past.
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Introduction

n the present paper, an attempt is made to create a new research model that
will allow social-scientific investigations of the origins of Christianity.
What follows is a complex hypothesis that incorporates many simpler
hypotheses. As in all science, hypotheses are proposed for the purpose of
explaining observed facts. Not all such hypotheses will be equally supported
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by evidence, and a few may actually depend upon logical inference rather than
observation. This new paradigmatic model will have to be subjected to
rigorous testing, and it will have to be modified when necessary to accord
with newly discovered evidence.

Because Historical Jesus studies have always been fundamental in
discussions of Christian origins, it is worth remembering the conclusions
drawn by Albert Schweitzer in the second edition (1913) of The Quest of the
Historical Jesus: “There is nothing more negative than the result of the critical
study of the Life of Jesus,” he noted—perhaps sadly. “The Jesus of Nazareth
who came forward publicly as the Messiah, who preached the ethic of the
kingdom of God, who founded the kingdom of heaven upon earth, and died to
give his work its final consecration, never existed. He is a figure designed by
rationalism, endowed with life by liberalism, and clothed by modern theology
in a historical garb.”! In other words, the “Historical Jesus” has only existed in
the imagination of scholars. A man who actually lived has not been found.

Schweitzer summed up his survey of with what sounded like an
admission of defeat:

The study of the Life of Jesus has had a curious history. It set out in quest
of the historical Jesus, believing that when it had found him it could bring
him straight into our time as a teacher and savior. It loosed the bands by
which for centuries he had been riveted to the stony rocks of ecclesiastical
doctrine....But he did not stay; he passed by our time and returned to his
own. What surprised and dismayed the theology of the last forty years was
that, despite all forced and arbitrary interpretations, it could not keep him
in our time, but had to let him go. He returned to his own time by the
same inevitable necessity by which the liberated pendulum returns to its
original position.>

In other words: Historical Jesus research has gone nowhere.
The Traditional Paradigm
Traditionally, research into Christian origins has employed what can

be called a dendritic model. That is to say, the traditional paradigm assumes
that the beginning, growth, and evolutionary history of Christianity mimics

! Schweitzer, Quest of the Historical Jesus, 478.
2 Schweitzer, Quest of the Historical Jesus,478-9.
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Conclusion

The new paradigm and model for the study of Christian origins
presented here is, without a doubt, an oversimplification. The hypothesized
braiding together of a mystery Christ-cult thread with a Palestinian messianic
Jesus cult being the foundational fusion from which all early Christian groups
developed does not take notice of the fact that both of the “threads” were
themselves complex braids that must be unwoven before a clear picture
emerges even of that inaugural conjunction. It is probable that besides the four
threads discussed in this article, at least twenty more such trajectories would
need to be elucidated before it becomes possible to outline the time sequence
in which the features of the early Christian cults emerged and to discern the
evolutionary relationship between these disparate groups.

Historical Jesus research hitherto has had to be carried out within the
confines of a Procrustean-bed model-—a model requiring Christianity to have
begun at a single point in time and space. Only by freeing ourselves from that
methodological box can a truly social-scientific investigation begin to deal
with the problem of Christian origins. I conclude that Christian origins must
be studied in the same way the origins of Greco-Roman, Egyptian, and Indic
religions have been studied. The “Christian exceptionalism” constraining
Historical Jesus research must yield to a more secular, scientific methodology.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Aland, Kurt, et al. eds. The Greek New Testament. 3rd ed. Miinster, Wesphalia:
United Bible Societies, 1975.

Alexander, P., trans. “3 (Hebrew Apocalypse of) Enoch.” In The Old Testament
Epigrapha: Apocalyptic Literature and Testaments, edited by James
Charlesworth. Vol. 1, 293. Garden City, NJ: Doubleday & Co., 1983.

Athas, George. The Tel Dan Inscription: A Reappraisal and a New Interpretation.
London, UK: T&T Clark International, 2003.

Bauckham, Richard. Jesus and the God of Israel: God Crucified and Other Studies on
the New Testament’s Christology of Divine Identity. 2008. Reprint, Grand
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2009.

Bensly, Robert, J. Rendel Harris, and F. Crawford Burkitt, eds. The Four Gospels in
Syriac Transcribed from the Sinaitic Palimpsest: With an Introduction by
Agnes Smith Lewis. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1894.

Biran, Avraham, and Joseph Naveh. “Tel Dan Stele.” Wikipedia. Accessed August 26,
2021. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tel Dan_stele.

147


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tel_Dan_stele

Zindler: New Paradigm

Brenton, Lancelot. The Septuagint with Apocrypha: Greek and English. London:
Samuel Bagster & Sons, 1851.

Brockelmann, Carl. Syrishe Grammatik: Mit Paradigmen, Literatur, Chrestomathie,
Und Glossar. Leipzig: VEB Verlag Enzyklopadie, 1981.

Brodie, Thomas. The Birthing of the New Testament: The Intertextual Development of
the New Testament Writings. Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2004.

Burrage, Champlin. Nazareth and the Beginnings of Christianity: A New View Based
upon Philological Evidence. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1914.

Bury, R.G., trans. Plato: Timaeus, Critias, Cleitophon, Menexenus, Epistles. Loeb
Classical Library. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989.
Caragounis, Chrys. The Development of Greek and the New Testament.
Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zu Neuen Testament. Tiibingen: Mohr

Siebeck, 2004.

Chambry, Emile, trans. “Halieus aulon.” In Esope Fables. 2nd ed, 14. Paris: Société
D’Edition Les Belles Lettres, 1960.

Charles, R.H., trans. The Book of Enoch: With an Introduction by W.O.E. Oesterly.
London, UK: S.P.C.K., 1976.

Compston, H.F.B. The Inscription On the Stele of Mesa® Commonly Called the
Moabite Stone: The Text in Moabite and Hebrew, with Translation. London,
UK: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1919.

Dearman, J. Andrew. Studies in the Mesha Inscription and Moab. Atlanta, GA:
Scholars Press, 1989.

Delling, Gerhard. “Stoicheion.” In Theological Dictionary of the New Testament,
edited by Gerhard Kittel. Vol. 7, 670-87. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B.
Eerdmans, 1999.

Ehrman, Bart. The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture: The Effect of Early
Christological Controversies On the Text of the New Testament. New York:
Oxford University Press, 1993.

. Did Jesus Exist? The Historical Argument for Jesus of Nazareth. New Y ork:
HarperCollins, 2012.

Fairclough, H.R., trans. Virgil Eclogues, Georgics, Aeneid 1-6. Loeb Classical

Library. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994.

Fitzmyer, Joseph. The Gospel According to Luke (X—XXIV). The Anchor Bible. New
York, NY: Doubleday & Co., 1985.

Frazer, James. Adonis, Attis, Osiris: Studies in the History of Oriental Religion. 3rd
ed. Vol. 1. New York, NY: Macmillan, 1935.

Gaffney, Mark. Grostic Secrets of the Naasenes: The Initiatory Teachings of the Last
Supper. Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 2004.

Harris, J. Rendel. The Odes and Psalms of Solomon: Now First Published from the
Syriac Version. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1911.

Keyes, Clinton, trans. “The Dream of Scipio.” In Cicero: Xix de Natura Deorum,
Academica. Loeb Classical Library, 264—79. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1928.

148



Socio-Historical Examination of Religion and Ministry
Vol. 4, No. 1 © Summer 2022

La Rocca, Eugenio. Hermes-Thoth e Dioniso Redentore Dall'egitto Dei Tolemei Al
Tardo-Antico: Studi Sul Mosaico Della Casa di Aion a Nea Pathos. Rome:
L'Erma di Bretschneider, 2021.
Lattke, Michael. The Odes of Solomon. Hermeneia. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press,
20009.
Lemaire, André. ““House of David’ Restored in Moabite Inscription.” Biblical
Archaeology Review (May/June, 1994).
—— . “La dynastie davidique (BYT DWD) dans deux inscriptions ouest-sémitiques
du IXe siecle av. J.-C.” Studi epigrafici e linguistico 11 (1995): 17-19.
Lockwood, Michael. Buddhism’s Relation to Christianity: A Miscellaneous Anthology
with Occasional Comment, Compiled and Commented On by Michael
Lockwood. Chennai, India: Tambaram Research Associates, 2010.
——— Mpythicism: A Seven-Fold Revelation of the Buddhist ‘Branch’ Grafted Onto
Jesse’s ‘Lineage Tree.” Chennai, India: Tambaram Research Associates,
2013.
MacDonald, Dennis. Luke and Vergil: Imitations of Classical Greek Literature.
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015.
——— The Dionysian Gospel: The Fourth Gospel and Euripides. Minneapolis, MN:
Fortress Press, 2017.
——— The Gospels and Homer: Imitations of Greek Epic in Mark and Luke-acts.
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014.
Meyer, Marvin, and Richard Smith, eds. Ancient Christian Magic: Coptic Texts of
Ritual Power. New York, NY: HarperSanFrancisco, 1994.
Migne, J.-P. Patrologia Graeca: Photius of Constantinople; Myriobiblon Sive
Bibiotheca. Edited by J.-P. Migne. Vol. 103. Paris: 1886.
——— Patrologia Graeca: S. Epiphanius Constantiensis in Cypro Episcopus;
Adversus Haereses. Vol. 41. Paris: 1863.
Perry, Ben, trans. Babrius and Phaedrus Fables. Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1965.
. Aesopica: A Series of Texts Relating to Aesop or Ascribed to Him; Greek and
Latin Texts. Vol. 1. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1980.
Pines, Shlomo. “The Jewish Christians of the Early Centuries of Christianity
According to a New Source.” Proceedings of the Israel Academy of Sciences
and Humanities 2 (1966): 237-310.
Rackham, H. Pliny: Natural History, Books 3—7. Loeb Classical Library. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1942.
. Cicero: XIX de Natura Deorum, Academica. Loeb Classical Library.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1933.
Reardon, B.P. Collected Ancient Greek Novels: With a New Foreword by J.R.
Morgan. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2008.
Robinson, James, and Helmut Koester. Trajectories through Early Christianity.
Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 1971.

149



Zindler: New Paradigm

Robinson, James, Paul Hoffman, and John Kloppenborg. The Critical Edition of Q.
Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2000.

Ryle, Herbert, and Montague James. Psalms of the Pharisees: The Psalms of
Solomon. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1891.

Salm, René. The Myth of Nazareth: The Invented Town of Jesus (Scholar’s Edition).
Cranford, NJ: American Atheist Press, 2008.

——— Nazarethgate: Quack Archeology, Holy Hoaxes, and the Invented Town of
Jesus. Cranford, NJ: American Atheist Press, 2015.

Santillana, Giorgio de, and Hertha von Dechend. Hamlet's Mill: An Essay On Myth.
Boston, MA: Gambit Incorporated, 1969.

Sanzo, Joseph. “Early Christianity.” In Guide to the Study of Ancient Magic, edited by
David Frankfurter, 198-239. Leiden: Brill, 2019.

Sayce, A.H. Origin and Growth of Religion: As Illustrated by the Religion of the
Babylonians. 2nd ed. The Hibbert Lectures, 1887. London: Williams and
Norgate, 1888.

Schweitzer, Albert. The Quest of the Historical Jesus. Edited by John Bowden.
Translated by W. Montgomery et al. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001.

Sepharia. “Targum Jonathan to the Prophets.” Accessed September 26, 2021.
www.Sepharia.org.

Slade, Darren M. “The History and Philosophy of Depicting a Violently Crucified
Christ.” In Violence in Art: Essays in Aesthetics and Philosophy, edited by
Darren M. Slade, 117-54. Denver, CO: Inara Publishing, 2022.

Swanson, Reuben. New Testament Greek Manuscripts: Variant Readings Arranged in
Horizontal Lines Against Codex Vaticanus: Luke. Sheffield, UK: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1995.

Thompson, Edward. An Introduction to Greek and Latin Palaeography. Oxford, UK:
At the Clarendon Press, 1912.

Tregelles, Samuel, trans. Gesenius' Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon to the Old
Testament Scriptures. Grand Rapids, MI: W.M.B. Eerdmans, 1957.

Ulansey, David. The Origins of the Mithraic Mysteries: Cosmology, Salvation in the
Ancient World. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1989.

Web.archive.org. “The Priene Inscription.” Accessed October 1, 2021.
https://web.archive.org/web/20170722070724/http://www.masseiana.org/prie
ne.htm.

Wikipedia. “Correspondence between Paul and Seneca.” Accessed August 24,
2021. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Correspondence_of Paul and Seneca.

S “The  Abgar  Legend.”  Accessed  August 30, 2021.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abgar Legend.

—— “Third Epistle to the Corinthians and the Acts of Paul.” Accessed August 30,
2021. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Third Epistle to_the Corinthians.

Wilckens, Ulrich. “Stylos.” In Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, edited
by Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich. Vol. 7, 732. Grand Rapids, MI:
W.M.B. Eerdmans, 1999.

150


http://www.sepharia.org/
https://web.archive.org/web/20170722070724/http:/www.masseiana.org/priene.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20170722070724/http:/www.masseiana.org/priene.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Correspondence_of_Paul_and_Seneca
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abgar_Legend
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Third_Epistle_to_the_Corinthians

Socio-Historical Examination of Religion and Ministry
Vol. 4, No. 1 © Summer 2022

Worthen, Thomas. “Precession.” In The Myth of Replacement: Stars, Gods, and Order
in the Universe, 157-231. Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 1991.

Wright, Wilmer, trans. The Works of the Emperor Julian. Vol. 1. Loeb Classical
Library. Cambridge, MA: Oxford University Press, 1913.

—— The Works of the Emperor Julian. Vol. 3. Loeb Classical Library.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1961.

Young, Robert. Analytical Concordance to the Bible. New York: Funk & Wagnals,
1936.

Zindler, Frank. “Bart Ehrman and the Crucified Messiah.” In Bart Ehrman and the
Quest of the Historical Jesus of Nazareth: An Evaluation of Ehrman's Did
Jesus Exist?, edited by Frank Zindler and Robert Price, 438-57. Cranford,
NJ: American Atheist Press, 2013.

—— “Mark’s ‘Jesus from Nazareth of the Galilee.”” In Bart Ehrman and the Quest
of the Historical Jesus of Nazareth: An Evaluation of Ehrman's Did Jesus
Exist?, edited by Frank Zindler and Robert Price, 369—88. Cranford, New
Jersey: American Atheist Press, 2013.

——— “Where Jesus never Walked.” In Through Atheist Eyes: Scenes from a World
That Won't Reason. Vol. 1, Religions and Scriptures, 27-55. Cranford, New
Jersey: American Atheist Press, 2011.

———— The Jesus the Jews Never Knew: Sepher Toldoth Yeshu and the Quest of the
Historical Jesus in Jewish Sources. Cranford, NJ: American Atheist Press,
2003.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Frank R. Zindler is the managing editor at American Atheist Press and long-time
activist in defense of gay and women’s rights, maintaining the wall of separation
between state and church, and is a well-known debater in defense of abortion rights,
the philosophy of atheism, and the teaching of evolutionary biology in the public
schools. Formerly Chair of the Division of Science, Nursing, and Technology at
Fulton-Montgomery Community College (SUNY) and professor of biology, geology,
and neuroscience, for the past thirty-nine years he has worked as a linguist and analyst
of medical patents for a learned society in Ohio. Formerly a member of the Jesus
Seminar, the Paul Seminar, and the Jesus Project, since 1984 he has written and
lectured on the Christ-Myth Theory, as well as has worked to develop a completely
secular approach to the study of Christian origins. His newest book, The Amityville
Horror: An Inquest into Paranormal Claims, is published by GCRR Press.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

The author would like to thank Dr. Jack David Eller for recommending his Amityville
manuscript to Dr. Darren Slade for publication by GCRR Press. He is grateful to
Darren Slade for giving him a voice in the Historical Jesus Conference at which the
substance of the present paper was first presented.

151


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frank_Zindler

Zindler: New Paradigm

MORE FROM THE AUTHOR

Bart Ehrman w Q

Fltorica e

= e Vor vt U RN
.nem: 5 ~abp o

ST L saw S [0

Bart Ehrman and the Quest of The Jesus the Jews
the Historical Never Knew
Jesus of Nazareth American Atheist Press, 2013

American Atheist Press, 2013

SOCIO-HISTORICAL
EXAMINATION OF
RELIGION

AND

MINISTRY

GENERAL EDITOR:
DARREN M. SLADE

SHERMJOURNALORG

152


https://www.amazon.com/Ehrman-Quest-Historical-Jesus-Nazareth-ebook/dp/B00C9N0WBI/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1DMSPLZQPYGC4&keywords=Bart+Ehrman+and+the+Quest+of+the+Historical+Jesus+of+Nazareth&qid=1660610411&sprefix=bart+ehrman+and+the+quest+of+the+historical+jesus+of+nazareth,aps,132&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Jesus-Jews-Never-Knew-Historical/dp/1578849160/ref=sr_1_1?crid=17Q27FDSWPYHM&keywords=The+Jesus+the+Jews+Never+Knew&qid=1660610495&sprefix=the+jesus+the+jews+never+knew,aps,128&sr=8-1
http://www.shermjournal.org/

ETHINKINC

SUES

WHEN THE WALK FAILS THE TALK

ABOUT THE BOOK

Rethinking Jesus was written to inspire

- beleaguered Christians in a way that
ISBN: 978-1-7378469-3-2 allows them to see their own truth and
to embrace it wholeheartedly. In doing

so, it may be possible for those dispirited

souls to walk away from a faith that is

— founded on false premises and
Available in powerless promises. The book's design
Paperback is meant to provide encouragement
and Kindle genceso as to allow
ence freedom from

. It boldly reexamines

he self-appointed Messiah,

cognitive understanding of

S unbiased by contrived

theologies. Rethinking Jesus challenges
Christian indoctrination by employing
the Bible's own words against itself.

ORDER TODAY!

www.inarapublishing.com

DENNIS R. BLUE



https://www.gcrr.org/inara-publishing-books/rethinking-jesus

	A New Paradigm for the Study of Christian Origins:

