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“WHO DO PEOPLE SAY THAT I AM”: 

DIFFERENT JESUSES IN HISTORY AND TODAY 

 

Final Block: April 13, 2017 and April 20, 2017 

 

MALA Professor: 
 

Dr. Rebekka King 

Assistant Professor, Religious Studies 

James Union Building 304B 

rebekka.king@mtsu.edu  

615.494.8987 

 

Office Hours: Tuesdays and Thursdays, noon-2pm. 

 

 

Block Description: 

 

Scholars engaged in the academic study of religion refrain from weighing in on matters of faith. For 

example, we are not interested in the question of whether or not God exists but rather what human beings 

do (or don’t do) with their beliefs about the existence of God and how these beliefs are recounted and 

received in their larger social context.  

 

When addressing the figure of Jesus, we seek to uncover what the different accounts of Jesus’ life and 

teachings help us to understand about the communities who composed and made use of them. For this block 

we will focus on the vastly different versions of Jesus as they are presented in early Christian texts (both 

canonical and non-canonical) and examine parallels in our contemporary cultural context. We will explore 

the question of the synoptic problem, reader-reception, religious projection, and will think broadly about 

the role of religious figures in the first century Mediterranean world. In doing so, we will consider how 

different versions of the story of Jesus—both historical and contemporary ones—are framed to reflect the 

specific social, political, and economic concerns of the particular communities in which they emerged. As 

we will discover, we learn more about the identity of those who tell the story of Jesus than about Jesus 

himself. 

 

 

Block Assessment: 
 

Total Grade for Block is 15 percent: 

 Reader-reception analysis: 2.5 percent (due by 11am on April 13 – submit to D2L and bring copy 

to class) 

 Participation in class discussions: 2.5 percent (in class, April 13 and April 20) 

 Critical Analysis Assignment: 10 percent (due by 11:59pm on April 27 – submit to D2L) 

  

mailto:rebekka.king@mtsu.edu


MALA – Foundations in Liberal Arts II  Dr. King (Spring 2017) 

2 

 

WEEK ONE – APRIL 13, 2017 

 

Week One Readings: 

 

 Historical Documents: Read one of the following gospels: Mark, Matthew, or Luke. You are required 

to use a New Revised Standard Version of the biblical text, these can be purchased for a few dollars on 

Amazon or found for free online at: https://www.biblegateway.com/versions/New-Revised-Standard-

Version-NRSV-Bible/ or http://bible.oremus.org/  

 Academic Discussion: Mark Allan Powell, “Introduction and Chapter One” of Jesus as a Figure in 

History: How Modern Historians View the Man from Galilee (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 

Press, 1998), pp. 1-30 [D2L]. 

 Scholarly Analysis: Bruce Lincoln, “How to Read a Religious Text: Reflections on Some Passages of 

the Chāndogya Upaniṣad” History of Religions 46:2 (2006): 127-139 [D2L]. 

 *Optional -- For Further Information: From Jesus to Christ (PBS Frontline special) – available online 

at: http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/  

 

Week One Assignment (due April 13): 

 

In advance of today’s class, you are asked to undertake a reader-reception analysis of one of the ‘synoptic 

gospels’ (Mark, Matthew, or Luke). Please bring these analyses with you to class as they will serve as the 

basis for our discussion (see instructions below, pages 3-5). 

 

 

WEEK TWO – APRIL 20, 2017 

 

April 20 - Week Two Readings: 

 

 Historical Documents: Gospel of Thomas [D2L].  

 Academic Discussion: Craig Martin, “Case Study: What Would Jesus Do?” A Critical Introduction 

to the Study of Religion (Sheffield: Equinox, 2012), pp.165-188. 

 Scholarly Analysis: Robert Myles, “The Fetish for a Subversive Jesus,” Journal for the Study of 

the Historical Jesus 14:1 (2016): 52-70 [D2L]. 

 

Special Event 

 

For the final hour of today’s class we will attend a special guest lecture in BAS S328 featuring Dr. Rosalind 

Hackett, Head of the Department of Religious Studies at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. Her 

lecture, “Sound: The Missing Dimension of the Study of Religion” will outline how scholars of religion 

might endorse a more sonically aware study of religion. 

 

Week Two Assignment (due April 27): 

 

For this assignment you will provide a critical analysis of the cultural and ideological assumptions behind 

a contemporary, popular narrative about Jesus. You will be asked to select a contemporary example and 

will be evaluated on both your analysis and your selection of an example that is revealing of the types of 

representational practices discussed in the readings and in class discussions. Your discussion should be 

organized around the questions of identity representation, ideological projections, and reader-reception. 

 

This paper should be no less than 1000 words and should contain citations where appropriate (See 

instructions below, pages 6-8). 

https://www.biblegateway.com/versions/New-Revised-Standard-Version-NRSV-Bible/
https://www.biblegateway.com/versions/New-Revised-Standard-Version-NRSV-Bible/
http://bible.oremus.org/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/
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Week 1 - Reader Reception Analysis Assignment Guidelines 
 

By the Numbers 
 

 Due: April 13, 2017 at 11:00am  

 Submission: D2L and in class 

 Late Penalty: No late assignments will be accepted. You will be assessed based on completion of 

this assignment – as long as it is submitted in full and you are in attendance that evening, you can 

expect to receive full points. 
 

Premise 
 

In advance of today’s class, you are asked to undertake a reader-reception analysis of one of the ‘synoptic 

gospels’ (Mark, Matthew, or Luke). Please complete the assigned readings (Powell and Lincoln) prior to 

commencing your analysis as you will need to have a clear sense of the differences between a socio-

historical reading of a biblical text and a theological or personal one. 
 

For this assignment, we will follow Bruce Lincoln’s proposition that religious texts are human products 

that consists of “truth claims” (as opposed to “truths”) and that our scholarly task is to “inquire about the 

human agencies responsible for the texts’ production, reproduction, dissemination, consumption, and 

interpretation” (Lincoln 2006: 127). In our first session together we will use Lincoln’s analysis of the social 

consequences of the Chāndogya Upanishad as a model to think about the means through which specific 

ideological norms and social orders were assigned to the figure of Jesus by the gospel writers. As we will 

see the descriptions of Jesus found in the synoptic gospels provide significant insight into the experiences 

and expectations of their authors and audiences. 
 

Process 
 

As you undergo your initial reading of the text, please keep the following questions, derived from Lincoln’s 

model in mind: 
 

1) Who speaks here? (i.e. what person, group, or institution is responsible for a text, whatever its 

putative or apparent author). 

2) To which audience does the text speak? In what immediate and broader context? Through what 

system of mediations? With what interests? 

3) Of what would the speaker(s) persuade the audience? What are the consequences if the project of 

persuasion should happen to succeed? Who wins what, and how much? Who, conversely loses? 
 

Product 
 

Your reader reception analysis should focus on the way Jesus is represented from the perspective of the 

text: what he does, what he says, and most importantly how he is described.1 Aim to offer a chronological 

outline and organize your commentaries around the most significant events in each chapter, if Jesus is not 

mentioned in a section, it can be skipped (if you are feeling overwhelmed try to group similar occurrences 

together). This assignment is not intended to be overly taxing, you should write a few sentences per chapter. 
 

This analysis should consist of two components:  
 

1) A description of the plotline as it pertains to Jesus. 

2) An account of how Jesus is represented by the author and/or perceived by others in the text. 

                                                           
1 Please aim to avoid theological interpretations of the texts. Instead, consider terms, concepts, and motifs from within the cultural 

logic of the text itself. 
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Week One - Reader Reception Analysis –Examples 
 

Mark 1 

 

Mk 1:1 

 

Description: Jesus is called the Son of God.  

Perception: The author of the Gospel assigns him this title. 

 

Mk 1: 9-11 

 

Description: Jesus is baptized by John and hears a voice from heaven. 

Perception: The voice from heaven declares that Jesus is its son, and it is pleased with him; the text does 

not indicate whether others hear the voice. 

 

Mk 1: 12-13 

 

Description: Jesus goes into the wilderness and is tempted by Satan.  

Perception: Satan, wild beasts, and angels are present; we don’t know what they think. 

 

Mk 1: 14-20 

 

Description: Jesus asks Simon, Andrew, James, and John to come with him, they do immediately.  

Perception: The men follow him without asking any questions or receiving any further instructions. 

 

Mk 1: 21-28 

 

Description: Jesus teaches in the synagogue in Capernaum, gets into an altercation with an unclean spirit. 

He tells the spirit to be quiet and to go away.  

Perception: The people are first astounded by Jesus’ teachings and then by his ability to command the 

unclean spirit; the unclean spirit claims to know who Jesus is and calls him “the Holy One of God.”  

 

Mk 1:29-34 

Description: They go to Simon’s house and Jesus heals his mother-in-law of fever; that night he heals more 

people and casts out demons. 

Perception: The mother-in-law gets up and serves them, people from the town gather around, Jesus does 

not allow the demons to speak because they knew him. 

 

Mk 1:40-45 

 

Description: Jesus heals a leper and tells him not to say anything about it, but the leper tells people and 

Jesus isn’t able to walk around openly anymore. 

Perception: The leper sees Jesus as a healer, but disobeys Jesus’ instructions, perhaps indicating that he 

does not see him as authoritative. 
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Matthew 1 
 

Mt 1:1-17 

 

Description: Jesus’ genealogy is traced through his father, Joseph, to Abraham. 

Perception: Jesus is called the Messiah, son of David, and the son of Abraham by the author of the Gospel. 

 

Mt 1:18-25 

 

Description: An angel tells Joseph that Mary will have a son and to name him Jesus, the author of the 

Gospel indicates that his birth is a fulfilment of prophecy. 

Perception: According to the author of the Gospel, the name signifies that Jesus will save people, the 

prophecy calls him “Emmanuel” which means “God is with us.” 

 

 

Luke 1 

 

Luke 1:31-35 

 

Description: The angel Gabriel visits Mary and tells her that she will have a son named Jesus. 

Perception: Gabriel tells Mary that Jesus will be great and called the “Son of the Most High” and given 

David’s throne. He will also be called the “Son of God.”  
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Week Two - Critical Analysis Assignment Guidelines 
 

By the Numbers 

 

 Due: April 27, 2017 

 Length: minimum 1000 words (excluding Works Cited); no maximum length 

 Format: double-spaced, conventional font and margins 

 Academic Citations: 5-6 scholarly sources2 

 Late Penalty: 5 percent initially (2 percent per each additional day, including weekends) 

 Plagiarism: Please review the plagiarism policy on the course syllabus 

 

 

Premise 

 

Over the course of this MALA block, we have explored the idea that different representations of Jesus 

(ancient and modern) tell us something about the expectations, ideologies, and social norms of their authors 

and/or audiences. For this assignment you are asked to find a modern, popular depiction of Jesus and 

analyze it as a cultural artifact.3 You should follow the models offered by Craig Martin in his analysis of 

Charles Sheldon’s, In His Steps and by Robert Myles in his discussion of the ‘subversive’ theologies of 

John Dominic Crossan and N.T. Wright.  

 

Again, please keep the framework borrowed from Bruce Lincoln in mind: 
 

1) Who speaks here? (i.e. what person, group, or institution is responsible for a text, whatever its 

putative or apparent author). 

2) To which audience does the text speak? In what immediate and broader context? Through what 

system of mediations? With what interests? 

3) Of what would the speaker(s) persuade the audience? What are the consequences if the project of 

persuasion should happen to succeed? Who wins what, and how much? Who, conversely loses? 

 

 

Process 

 

Here are some questions you may wish to consider as you conduct your analysis (they are by no means 

the only aspects to consider). 

 

 On audience: 

 

What kind of ‘thing’ is this Jesus? What audience is this Jesus intended for? What is their 

presumed education level, religious background, and/or cultural identity? Why kinds of 

things do they care about? Is this Jesus designed for people who are already familiar with 

and feel positively about Jesus or meant for people who have little interest? What non-

Jesus related information is communicated to the audience? How is it meant to influence 

the audience and their understanding of Jesus? What kinds of questions are legitimate for 

the consumer of this Jesus narrative to ask?  

 

 

                                                           
2 Primary sources (such as films, religious texts, news articles, popular reviews, and non-academic websites) may and in some 

cases should be consulted, but do not count toward the minimum required references. 
3 You should chose an artifact of which you are capable of offering a critical evaluation; it is recommended (but not required) that 

you refrain from selecting a version of Jesus which has personal, religious, and devotional significance to you. 
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 On authors: 

 

What is the backstory of this depiction of Jesus, and why was it created? Who is the author? 

Who is the publisher? Do they have denominational ties? What other sorts of books or 

materials have they created? Does this Jesus have any accompanying material such as a 

website, social media/advertising campaign, and/or supplemental publications? Has the 

publisher or author included an introduction to guide the audiences’ perception? Does it 

include endorsements from certain people? 

 

 On context: 

 

When was this version of Jesus created? Can you contextualize it historically, politically, 

culturally? Is it in conversation or competition with certain scholarly, critical approaches 

to the study of Jesus? 

 

 On material culture: 

 

What tangible form does this depiction of Jesus take? What does it look like? Is there a 

monetary value attached to it? When or where is this Jesus designed to be used?   

 

 

Product 
 

You are asked to provide a scholarly assessment of the Jesus artifact under examination, to identify its 

audience(s) and author(s), and to provide insight into how this particular version of Jesus contributes to and 

is generated by the ideological norms and social orders of its author(s)/audience(s) cultural context.  

 

The cultural artifact you choose to examine is up to you, below is a list of possibilities to get you thinking. 

 

Films 

Dogma 

Jesus of Montreal 

The Passion of the Christ 

Jesus Christ Vampire Hunter 

Monty Python’s Life of Brian 

Ultrachrist! 

The Man from Earth 

 

TV Shows/Specials 
Black Jesus 

Family Guy 

South Park 

Tyler Perry’s The Passion: New Orleans  

The Rising Son 

 

Musicals 
Book of Mormon 

Godspell 

Jesus Christ Superstar 

Lana Del Rey’s Tropico 

Jesus Christ: The Musical 

Books – Non-Fiction 
John Spong, Jesus for the Non-Religious 

Tom Harpur, The Pagan Christ 

Shane Claiborne, Jesus for President 

Thich Nhat Hahn, Living Buddha, Living Christ 

 

Books – Fiction 
Christopher Moore, Lamb 

Bruce Barton, The Man Nobody Knows 

Robert Koertge, Coal Town Jesus 

Vladimir Bortoko’s The Master and Margarita 

William P Young, The Shack 

 

Cultural Phenomena 
Philly Jesus 

Republican Jesus (facebook or twitter) 

Kanye’s ‘Jesus Walks’ 

Woody Guthrie, ‘Jesus Christ for President’ 

John Prine, ‘Jesus the Missing Years’ 

Janet McKenzie, Jesus of the People (art)  

Eugene Theodosia Olver, ‘Christ the Yogi’ 

(painting) 



MALA – Foundations in Liberal Arts II  Dr. King (Spring 2017) 

8 

 

Other Considerations 

 

While this assignment may seem unconventional – in that it asks you to critically assess an artifact from 

popular culture – please adopt a formal scholarly tone. Papers written in a conversational manner or that 

base their authority on personal opinion and conjecture will not be successful. A strong analysis will 

consider not only the evidence that supports your argument but also that which appears to contradict it. A 

paper which is simply a string of quotes reveals that the author has not made any attempt to understand the 

subject matter. 

 

Your paper should incorporate citations (I prefer Chicago style, in-text citations) and a full works cited.  

 

Students are expected to use inclusive language in papers. Use "man" and "he" only when you are referring 

to a male person. Otherwise, use "humankind," "people," "one," "s/he," alternate between “she” and “he,” 

or some other appropriate locution. 

 

 

Evaluation 

 

You will be evaluated according to the following standards: 

 

Beauty 

 Well-organized and lucid 

 Free from errors (grammar, spelling, typos, diction, etc.) 

 Scholarly tone, free from slang and colloquialisms 

 

Content 

 Descriptive, not prescriptive 

 Demonstrates a comprehensive understanding of concepts and terms 

 Contains citations from the readings and relevant sources which are used correctly 

 

Argument 

 A precise, powerful, and persuasive argument that reveals students have thought critically 

and cohesively about the assigned readings, case studies, and related materials 

 Evidence of deep, original thought 

 

 

 


