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My favorite scholar is the American Jesuit Renaissance specialist and cultural historian Walter J. Ong (1912-2003; Ph.D. in English, Harvard University, 1955) of Saint Louis University (SLU), the Jesuit university in St. Louis, Missouri. Over the years, I took five courses from him at SLU. In the first course I took from him, in the fall of 1964, he assigned us to read certain essays of his relevant to the course in his 1962 book The Barbarian Within: And Other Fugitive Essays and Studies (New York: Macmillan), which he placed on reserve in the library. However, instead of reading the assigned selections in the library copy, I bought a copy of his book in the campus bookstore.
Now, the title essay “The Barbarian Within: Outsiders Inside Society Today” (pages 260-285) was not one the selections Ong had assigned us to read for his course. I am not sure when I read the title essay for the first time. However, in it, Ong works with the Greek/barbarian contrast that he borrows from ancient Greeks. His title essay is a kind of meditation about the psychodynamics of outsiders/barbarians versus insiders/Greeks – or out-groups versus in-groups. In his meditation/essay, Ong works with two well-articulated but somewhat idealized positions, and he proceeds to compare and contrast them with one another in order to articulate to the best of his ability the psychodynamics involved in their dialectical encounters.
Ong’s 1962 title essay is reprinted in the 2002 book An Ong Reader: Challenges for Further Inquiry, edited by me and Paul A. Soukup (Cresskill, New Jersey: Hampton Press, pages 277-300).
For further discussion of the history of the Greek/barbarian contrast, see Edith Hall’s 1989 book Inventing the Barbarian: Greek Self-Definition Through Tragedy (Oxford: Clarendon Press; New York: Oxford University Press).
Now, in Ong’s 1962 title essay, he does not happen to advert explicitly to the ancient Christian/pagan contrast, even though this ancient contrast strikes me as similar in spirit to the Greek/barbarian contrast with which he works. However, the apostle Paul invokes the ancient dichotomy of in-group versus out-group when he mentions “neither Jew nor Greek” in his letter to the Galatians (3:28) and when he mentions “no distinction between Jew and Greek” in his letter to the Romans (10:12).
For a relevant meditation on the apostle Paul’s wording, see the Canadian Jesuit Lonergan scholar and theologian Frederick E. Crowe’s 1965 essay “Neither Jew nor Greek, but One Human Nature and Operation in All” as reprinted, slightly revised, in the 1993 book Communication and Lonergan: Common Ground for Forging the New Age, edited by me and Paul A. Soukup (Kansas City: Sheed & Ward, pages 89-107).
Now, M. David Litwa (Ph.D. in religious studies, University of Virginia) of the Australian Catholic University in Melbourne centers much of his attention on the contemporary Christian/pagan dichotomy in biblical studies and religious studies about the apostle Paul and about Jesus the proclaimed Christ (Messiah). In Ong’s terminology, early Christian and Jewish sources, including of course the Hebrew Bible, are the in-group of sources, but pagan sources are the out-group of sources. But Litwa wants to use certain relevant (in his estimate) pagan sources to study ancient Christian thought and expression about deification. In Ong’s terminology, Litwa wants to bring outsiders inside Christian academic society today.
For further discussion of the postwar trend in American culture in favor of outsider imagery, see Grace Elizabeth Hale’s 2011 book A Nation of Outsiders: How the White Middle Class Fell in Love with Rebellion in Postwar America (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press).
Now, Litwa’s 2012 scholarly book We Are Being Transformed: Deification in Paul’s Soteriology (Berlin and Boston: Walter de Gruyter) is aimed at specialists in the apostle Paul’s thought. But Litwa’s 2014 scholarly book Iesus Deus: The Early Christian Depiction of Jesus as a Mediterranean God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press) is aimed not only at specialists in early Christian thought about Jesus the proclaimed Christ (Messiah), but also at well-informed non-specialists.
Litwa’s 2014 book contains an introduction (pages 1-35), six chapters (pages 37-214), a conclusion (pages 215-224), a bibliography (pages 225-277), and an index (pages 279-281). Footnotes appear at the foot of the relevant pages.
In Litwa’s “Conclusion,” he says, “The distinctives of Judaism and its daughter (or sister) Christianity must not only be valued, but [also] understood as formed in dialogic contact with the many perceived (and sometimes invented) religious ‘others’ of Mediterranean antiquity” (page 216).
As to why it is important to understand “the nature and meaning of Jesus’ divinity firmly in its Mediterranean [cultural] context” (page 216), Litwa says that certain earlier scholars tended to depict “the confluence of Mediterranean religions and Christianity as the latter’s pollution. Such [scholarly] discourse re-instantiated old Protestant anti-Catholic charges about the paganization of Christianity after ‘the Apostolic Age’ and the subsequent emergence of the monstrous product of syncretism early Protestants called ‘pagano-papism’” (page 217).
Now, I should point out here that the Canadian Roman Catholic philosopher Leslie Dewart (1922-2009) of the University of Toronto proposed the de-Hellenization of Christian dogma in his 1966 book The Future of Belief: Theism in a World Come of Age (New York: Herder and Herder), which the Canadian Jesuit philosopher and theologian Bernard Lonergan (1904-1984) reviewed in the Jesuit-sponsored journal Theological Studies, volume 28 (1967): pages 336-351. His review is reprinted in the 1974 book A Second Collection [of papers by Bernard Lonergan], edited by William F. J. Ryan and Bernard J. Tyrrell (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, pages 11-32).
Now, In Litwa’s “Conclusion,” he also says, “It is sometimes stated or assumed that Christians eventually ‘won’ the game of theological one-upmanship: the other gods died. But the so-called ‘triumph’ of the divine Jesus was at least partially a triumph of creative – and sometimes unconscious – assimilation. In Christian writings – indeed, in the person of Jesus himself [as he is portrayed in the canonical texts in the New Testament] – the theology of the Greeks and Roman did not die. In [Jesus the] Christ, it rose again” (page 223).
[bookmark: _GoBack]Now, because early Christian missionaries and apologists in the diverse Mediterranean religious marketplace did manage to increase their share of the market, so to speak, Litwa’s various points about how the early Christians portrayed Jesus can also help us understand the reception of their marketing of him, so to speak. Not all marketing succeeds. Consequently, the relatively successful reception of Christian marketing cries out for attention and explanation. For example, Rodney Stark discusses the reception of Christian marketing in his 2011 book The Triumph of Christianity: How the Jesus Movement Became the World’s Largest Religion (New York: HarperOne). For the purposes of marketing, Stark’s 2011 book is conspicuously triumphalistic. However, Litwa says that it is “interesting but dangerously simplistic” (page 223, note 19). But Stark’s book about the reception of Christianity does not prompt Litwa to say anything explicit about the reception of early Christian marketing.
Now, for a relevant study of what Litwa here refers to as the spirit of “one-upmanship” (a generically masculine term that feminist objections to generically masculine terms has not yet succeeded in banning), see Ong’s 1981 book Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality, and Consciousness (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press), the published version of his 1979 Messenger Lectures at Cornell University.
In any event, in Litwa’s “Introduction,” he says, “The topic of this study is how early Christians imagined, constructed, and promoted Jesus as a deity in their [oral and written?] literature from the first to the third centuries C.E.” (page 1). By “early Christians,” he means the heart-broken followers of the crucified historical Jesus before Christianity was explicitly named as a movement and before followers were named Christians. In any event, Litwa has announced his topic. But what is his thesis?
Litwa says, “My approach [to the topic] assumes that at some point(s) in time, early Christians intuited that Jesus was a divine being, and in turn began in their [oral and written?] literature to attribute a pre-existent divinity to Jesus – and in this way to deify him” (pages 4-5; his emphasis). In other words, Litwa does not assume that the historical Jesus explicitly claimed “pre-existent divinity” for himself, but that his followers somehow intuited this about him and attributed it to him.
But did Jesus’ followers intuit this before his death or after his death? Litwa does not explicitly take a position on this important matter. Put differently, did the historical Jesus in his lifetime, before his death of trumped-up charges of sedition, strike his followers as a divine being, however they may have understood this? Or did the followers of the historical Jesus before his death have no intimations about him as a divine being?
In any event, Litwa has operationally defined and explained his approach and assumption. But what is his thesis?
Litwa says, “An essential element of my thesis is that Christians constructed a divine Jesus with traits specific to deities in Greco-Roman culture” (page 6; his emphasis). OK, this is an essential element of his thesis. But are other elements involved in his thesis?
Litwa says, “In the time of [the historical] Jesus himself, Palestinian Jews has thoroughly adopted and adapted Greek ideas (including theological ones) to such an extent that in many cases what appears to be a distinctly ‘Jewish” notion is in fact a ‘Greco-Jewish’ cultural hybrid” (pages 15-16). OK, the Greco-Jewish cultural hybrid is another essential element of his thesis.
Litwa says, “My argument asserts not that early Christians borrowed their divine christology from Hellenistic theology, but that certain conceptions of deity were part of the ‘pre-understanding’ of Hellenistic culture – a culture in which Jews and Christians already participated” (page 20; his emphasis).
In addition, Litwa says, “In formulating this thesis, I acknowledge that the perceived uniqueness of Jesus was part of the reality of the early Christian experience and discourse. Uniqueness, in this sense, is an expression of value. Out of their devotion to Jesus, early Christians depicted his divinity as unique and thus superior to any competitor. This desire ‘to go one up’ on one’s rivals is part of the dynamics of a missionary religion seeking to expand its influence in a diverse religious marketplace” (pages 20-21; also see pages 178 and 223).
Litwa also says about that diverse religious marketplace, “I do not claim that there was one, single monoculture in the ancient Mediterranean world. It is more accurate to think of the ancient Mediterranean as a multicultural society with many competing religious ideas and ideologies” (page 31).
Now, in Litwa’s chapter 1 (pages 37-67), he surveys the scholarly literature on Luke and Plutarch on divine birth. Litwa says, “I conclude that Luke’s story of Jesus’ divine conception was one important way for him to ascribe a divine status to his master and lord in ancient Mediterranean culture. . . . In short, to use the language of this study, Luke crafted a plausible and enduring account of the deification of Jesus Christ” (page 67).
In Litwa’s chapter 2 (pages 69-85), he turns his attention to the non-canonical Infancy Gospel of Thomas (or IGT; which is not to be confused with the non-canonical Gospel of Thomas, a collection of sayings attributed to Jesus). Litwa says, “When we compare both the acts and the attitudes of divinity, we arrive decisively at this conclusion: IGT presents Jesus as a rather typical Greco-Roman deity: a god who (1) is zealous for his own honor, (2) acts to honor those who honor him, and in turn (3) blasts those who dishonor him” (page 85; his emphasis). Hmm. This sounds like a three-point profile of Donald Trump!
In Litwa’s chapter 3 (pages 87-109), he discusses issues involved in Origen’s Contra Celsum. Litwa says, “The divinity of Jesus, in comparison to the divinity of various other Mediterranean deities, is the pervasive theme of Origen’s Contra Celsum” (page 87). Litwa says, “In a masterful passage of the Contra Celsum, Origen writes that from the time of [the] Christ ‘human and divine nature began to be woven together . . . so that by fellowship with what is more divine . . . human nature might become divine . . . – not only in Jesus – but also in all those who, after believing, take up the life which Jesus taught’ (3.28” (page 109; each ellipsis I have added here represents a place where Litwa quotes Origen’s words in Greek). 
In Litwa’s chapter 4 (pages 111-140), he discusses the story of Jesus’ transfiguration in the three synoptic gospels (Mark, Matthew, and Luke), along with the story of Moses’ transfiguration and Philo the Jew’s discussion of it. Litwa says, “Given the general cultural expectations of divine appearances in the Mediterranean world, I contend, such a story [i.e., the story of Jesus’ transfiguration in the synoptic gospels] would have indicated that Jesus was a divine being – indeed a god clothed in human flesh” (page 112). Litwa later says, “I conclude that Mark’s Mosaic (i.e., ‘Jewish’) depiction of Jesus in the transfiguration is no hindrance to the view that Jesus’ transfiguration manifested his divinity. Human participation in divine nature was not an impossible thought in Judaism of the first century. Philo shows us that an exceptional hero could attain (if only briefly) divine status in his lifetime. Admittedly, Philo’s conception of Moses’ divinity was thoroughly Platonic. Mark did not think that Jesus had turned into [nous] on the Mount of Transfiguration. Nevertheless, Philo’s [Platonic] philosophical framework ought not to obscure what was common to both Greek and Jewish literature: divinity is revealed through the presence of an unearthly light that inspires worship and awe” (page 139).
In Litwa’s chapter 5 (pages 141-179), he turns his attention to Jesus’ resurrection and ascension as represented in the New Testament. Litwa operationally defines and explains Jesus’ resurrection as involving corporeal immortalization (page 145). In other words, the New Testament story of Jesus’ resurrection is not just a story about the immortality of his soul, but a story of the immortality of his soul in some form of a corporeal body. Litwa says, “Jesus’ resurrection much more resembles the stories of deified men immortalized after their deaths. These men are not just immortalized in their souls, but in their bodies as well. It is this postmortem corporeal transformation that allows one to compare their stories with the resurrection of Jesus” (page 151; his emphasis) – the stories of deified men immortalized after their deaths such as Asclepius (pages 156-158), Heracles (pages 158-163), and Romulus (pages 163-168).
In Litwa’s chapter 6 (pages 181-214), he turns his attention to the key passage in the letter to the Philippians 2:6-11, which he himself translates for us (page 182). Incidentally, he himself also translates the relevant passage from the Masoretic text of Isaiah 9:5 (page 188). Litwa says, “I will argue in this chapter that the literary depiction of Jesus as receiving a proper divine name in the Mediterranean culture exhibits his deification” (page 184). Litwa also says, “Even though Isaiah 45:23 clearly stands in the background of Phil. 2:9-11, early Jewish sources, I will argue, provide no analogous tradition of a human being receiving the name of Yahweh” (page 184).
Overall, in my estimate, Litwa’s project in his 2014 book about cultural contextualizing the early Christian discursive practices of deification of Jesus the Christ is similar in spirit to Dennis R. MacDonald’s cultural contextualizing the discursive practices in New Testament texts in the following six books:
(1) The Homeric Epics and the Gospel of Mark (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2000);
(2) Does the New Testament Imitate Homer: Four Cases from the Acts of the Apostles (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2003);
(3) The Gospels and Homer: Imitation of Greek Epics in Mark and Luke-Acts (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015);
(4) Luke and Vergil: Imitation of Classical Greek Literature (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015);
(5) Mythologizing Jesus: From Jewish Teacher to Epic Hero (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015);
(6) The Dionysian Gospel: The Fourth Gospel and Euripides (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2017). 
Incidentally, Litwa (page 119, note 30) briefly discusses MacDonald’s 2000 book.
In conclusion, Litwa’s 2014 book Iesus Deus: The Early Christian Depiction of Jesus as a Mediterranean God is a well-researched and carefully argued exploration of early christology.
