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Abstract

Jesus was accused of being possessed by Beelzebul because of the exorcisms he practiced. This kind of view is
characteristic of the first-century Mediterranean interpretation of deviant behavior. The purpose of this article is
to determine the historical causes of this accusation and the purpose of the reaction of Jesus against it. To

accomplish this we apply to the Beelzebul controversy some models developed in the study of deviant behavior.
The first step is a source- and tradition-critical study of the sayings contained in it to determine which ot them
can be assigned to the historical Jesus. Then the accusation of being possessed by Beelzebul is considered in the
framework of societal reactions to deviant behavior. Finally, the responses of Jesus are placed in the scenario of
the Mediterranean challenge and riposte game and in the context of other possible reactions to negative
labeling.

Accusations against Jesus are fre q uentl y mentioned notjLaccusations against Jesus are frequently mentioned not
only in the writings of Christian apologists, but also in the
earliest strata of the Gospel tradition (Q 7:34; Mark 2:7-16;
14:64; Matt 27:63; Luke 23:2.5; John 10:33-36). These ac-
cusations are a privileged starting point for the study of the
historical Jesus because of their embarrassing nature and
because of their close relationship to the trial and execution
of Jesus, which are among the best documented facts of his
biography.

In social-scientific analysis accusations can be de-
scribed as negative labels, while titles of prominence can be
identified as positive labels. Both negative and positive la-
bels are social weapons whose purpose is to identify and
control behavior that is outside the normal. Models derived
from the sociological study of deviant behavior and of soci-
etal reaction have been applied recently by English speak-
ing scholars in the study of some Second Testament
documents (Luke: Malina & Neyrey 1991 a and Richter;
Matthew: Malina & Neyrey 1988; Paul’s letters: Richter),
as well as in the study of the relationships between Judaism
and Christianity in the first century (Sanders; Barclay).
German speaking scholars have used a particular perspec-
tive of this approach for the study of the historical Jesus
(Ebertz 1987; Modritzer; Theissen 1996) and the early
Christian movement (Theissen 1989 and 1995; Ebertz

1992).
The use of modern social-scientific models to explain

the behavior of Jesus labeled deviant by his contemporaries
may appear as an alien intrusion, because the culture in
which they lived had its own way to understand deviance.
The ancients had a broader view of the world than we do to-

day. The inhabited world was conceived as the battle-

ground for the cosmic forces that filled the sky and affected
the world of humans. Consequently they had little difficulty
in ascribing deviant behavior to the influence of evil forces
(Pfohl: 20). Modem social studies of deviant behavior, on
the contrary, have a much narrower view of nature. Never-

theless, the application of models from these modern stud-
ies to reports of the demonic perspective like those in the

Gospels has analytical advantages. It allows us to under-
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stand the Gospels in a different way by situating those docu,
ments within the social and historical context in which the

events took place, and helps us to ask new and exciting
questions (Pfohl: 37-40).

Following the path opened by the above mentioned
studies, in this paper I will use the social study of deviant be-
havior to understand one negative label attached to Jesus
by his adversaries, and also his own reactions to it. As a

test-case I have chosen the passage describing the

&dquo;Beelzebul Controversy&dquo; (Matt 12:22-30 par), because in
this cluster of sayings we find one of the best attested accu-

sations against Jesus. This accusation and the subsequent
answers of Jesus to it, are the key to interpreting his exor-
cisms (Yates: 43). They should be understood in the frame-
work of the activity of Jesus as an exorcist, an activity widely
attested in the Gospel tradition (Twelftree). On the other
hand, the study of this accusation can provide us with some
clues for understanding other accusations, because it illus-
trates effectively the understanding of deviant behavior
shared by Jesus and his accusers. The first step of our inves-
tigation will be to clarify the source- and tradition-critical
problems of this passage with a view to discovering what in
it can be assigned to the historical Jesus.

Pre-Easter Traditions in the
Beelzebul Controversy

In the synoptic Gospels we find four versions of the
Beelzebul controversy: two in Matthew (Matt 9:32-34;
12:22-30), one in Mark (Mark 3:22-27) and one in Luke
(Luke 11:14-15, 17-23). All four versions are located in
different narrative settings. This means that there has been
some intense redactional activity, but we are not going to

engage in a redactional analysis here. More interesting for
our purposes is the source-critical problem raised by the
great number of minor agreements between Matthew and
Luke against Mark in this text-segment. A quick look to a
synopsis reveals an unusual complexity in the relationships
among the four extant versions. The study of the verbal
agreements among them, and especially the above men-
tioned minor agreements, have produced different propos-
als about the sources used by the evangelists. The common
view among the scholars is that behind these four versions
there were two independent sources (Mark and Q), which
Matthew and Luke used with different purposes. But not all
scholars agree with this view.

A. Fuchs, in a documented monograph on this passage,
suggests that the four versions depend on the canonical text
of Mark, and that the minor agreements of Matthew and

Luke should be explained by a later redaction of Mark,
which he calls Deutero-Mark. All of these minor agree.
ments, argues Fuchs, reveal a unitary view, so that they can
be attributed to the same redactional work. This redac-

tional work was motivated by a new situation in the life of
the community in which it was crucial to understand the
exorcisms practiced by Jesus (1980:109-14). If Fuchs is

right, then the earliest report of the controversy is to be
found in Mark and perhaps in the two sayings of Q included
by Deutero-Mark in his revised version of canonical Mark
(Q 11:19-20, 23).

Fuchs’s thesis has not been accepted in subsequent
scholarly discussion. His plea in favor of Deutero-Mark has
been rejected after a close analysis of this same passage
(Boring: 618; Trunk: 56-57). On the other hand, the view
that before Matthew and Luke there were two independent
versions of this controversy has recently gained greater sup-
port (Sellew: 99-100; Oakman: 112-13; Humphries; Koll-
mann : 174). These and other scholars have assembled a

quite convincing amount of evidence to show that Mark
and Q represent two independent versions of this contro-
versy (Boring: 615-16). But at the same time, they have
also stressed their agreement as to the content and as to the

order, as the following table shows:

Especially striking is the coincidence in the order of ac-
cusation (2), answer A (3), and C (5), along with the fact
that the accusation and the long argument developed in an-
swer A have a similar form in both versions. These coinci-
dences suggest that Mark and Q might depend on an earlier
(oral) version. Trunk assigns (2), (3), and (5) to this com-
mon oral tradition, and (1), (4), (6), and (8) to the

compositional work of Q. According to him, conclusion A
(7) is clearly a conclusion introduced by Mark in view of
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new problems raised in his community (89-90). This pro-
posal basically matches other attempts to explain the his-
tory of the composition of the Q version (Schirmann: 574),
and its final redaction according to ancient rhetorical tech-
niques (Crossan 1983: 184-91; Humphries: 127-39).

This compositional process shows that Mark, Q, and
the traditions behind them rely on a wider oral tradition
(Sellew: 96-98, 102-03), witnessed by the presence of one
of these sayings in the Gospel of Thomas (GThom 35 =
Mark 3:27 and Q 11:21-22). It will be our next task to as-
certain which of the individual units of the oral tradition

can be assigned to the Sitz im Leben of the historical Jesus.

Narrative introduction (Matt 12:22-23;
9:32-33; Luke 11:14) 

’

This is one of the characteristic features of the Q ver-
sion, which is best attested by Luke and Matt 9:32-33a. In
spite of its brevity, it contains a complete healing account
with the description of the ailment (a deaf man), the act of
healing (the demon is cast out), the confirmation of healing
(he spoke) and the reaction of the bystanders (they were as-
tonished). It can be argued that Mark chose to omit an in-
troduction of this sort when incorporating this unit into his
narrative (Sellew 1988: 100-01; Twelftree 1993: 103-04).
But there are sounder reasons to think that this introduc-

tion was added in the final redaction of Q (Schirmann
1992: 574), following the well attested method of elaborat-
ing chreiai in ancient rhetorical schools. The elaborated
chreiai used to begin with a word of praise, which here has
been replaced by a concise account of a successful exorcism
(Humphries 1993: 127).

This exorcism might be located in the activity of Jesus,
but due to his abbreviated form it can be considered a sec-

ondary composition. In spite of this, it represents a probable
setting in which the accusation can be located.

Accusation/s (Matt 12:24; 9:34;
Mark 3:22; Luke 11:15)

Matthew and Luke seem to follow the Q version, best
attested as in the previous case by Matt 9:34 and Luke. The
identification of the accusers is different in the three Gos-

pels (Matt: Pharisees; Mark: scribes; Luke: some of them),
and this makes it difficult to know who were the original ac-
cusers of Jesus (Twelftree: 104). All we can say is that
Luke’s anonymous accusers and Mark’s scribes are to be

preferred to Matthew’s Pharisees.
The central point in this unit is the number of accusa-

tions and their content. Mark has two: &dquo;that he is possessed

by Beelzebul, and that he cast out demons with the power of
the Prince of demons.&dquo; Q, faithfully followed here by Luke
and Matthew’s two accounts, had only one: &dquo;that he casts
out the demons by the power of Beelzebul, the Prince of de-
mons.&dquo; As Kollmann has suggested (175; see also Trunk:
57), it was probably Mark who duplicated the accusation
when he inserted this controversy in his narrative, trying to
relate the attitudes of his relatives (Mark 3:22: hoti exeste) to
that of his adversaries (Mark 3:22b: Beelzebul echei; 3:30:
pneuma akhatharton echei). So we conclude that Q has pre-
served the oldest form of the accusation.

That this accusation contains a charge against the his-
torical Jesus can scarcely be doubted (Twelftree: 106;
Kollmann: 179). In addition to Mark and Q, it is attested in
two other independent sources: three times in John (7:20
and 8:48-52: daimonion echeis; Jn 10:20-21: daimonion echei
kai mainetai), and once in M (Matt 10:25: Beelzebul). On
the other hand, it is quite improbable that such an accusa-
tion could have been created by the early church. Finally,
this accusation refers to one widely attested activity of Jesus
(his exorcisms), an activity that was not denied even by his
adversaries.

Answer A (Matt 12:25-26;
Mark 3:23-26; Luke 11:17-18a)

The narrative introduction and the initial question of
Mark’s version (Mark 3:23) are due, most probably, to his
redactional activity. Apart from that, Jesus’ response has a
tripartite form in Mark and Matthew, and a bipartite form
in Luke. This is striking, because Matthew’s wording is

closer to that of Luke. We may consider two possibilities:
(a) Luke represents the original form of Q, and Matthew
has modified it in view of the Markan version; (b) Matthew
represents the original form of Q, and Luke has abbreviated
it, stressing the reference to the divided kingdom. In any
case we can be sure that in the oral tradition the saying of
the divided kingdom and the conclusion were together. We
can even say that the tripartite structure is characteristic of
oral discourse, and so that the version of Matthew could
have preserved the earliest form of this tradition (Sellew:
103-04). It can also be said that this saying was originally
independent of the preceding accusation both because it
does not answer directly to it and because of the different
name given to the Prince of demons, &dquo;Satan&dquo; rather than
&dquo;Beelzebul.&dquo; &dquo;

In spite of that, there are no reasons to challenge the
attribution of this saying to the historical Jesus. It does use a
proverb of everyday wisdom, but this proverb is part of an
argumentative answer to the accusation of being allied to
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Satan. As we shall see later, this kind of argument fits the

social and political situation in Galilee in the time of Jesus
extremely well (Oakman: 114-22).

Answer B (Matt 12:27-28; Luke 11:19-20)

Matthew’s and Luke’s version of this saying agree ex-

cept for one word (Matt: by the Spirit of God; Luke: by the

finger of God). Both have borrowed it from Q, but we can-
not be sure who has preserved its original version (Meier:
407-11; Crossan 1983: 180).

Since Bultmann (14), the relationship between Q
11:19 and 11:20 has been considered problematic because
it implies that other exorcists were casting out demons by
the power of the Spirit of God, and this activity was sup-
posed to be peculiar to Jesus. This difficulty rests upon the
presupposition that the word sons has a metaphorical mean-
ing and refers to other Israelite exorcists (Twelftree: 32 and

39-40). But the difficulty disappears if we identify the ac-
cusers of Jesus with the fathers of some of his disciples who
were casting out demons, as commissioned by him (Shirock:
48-51; Guijarro 1998: 331).

This saying has been almost unanimously attributed to
the historical Jesus (Meier: 404). In fact its content and
form make a strong case in favor of its historicity. The king-
dom of God was a central concern in the preaching of Jesus.
The saying relates its initial coming to Jesus’ exorcisms,
something that the early Church never did. Moreover, the
use of the antithetical parallelism is characteristic of Jesus,
and so is the use of ekballein in the context of exorcisms.

The fact that this word is used in the Septuagint in the con-
text of defense against an enemy may help us to understand
the exorcisms of Jesus as hostility against God’s enemies in
order that his purpose, the coming of the kingdom of God,
would be fulfilled (Twelftree:110; Kollmann:182) .

Answer C (Matt 12:29; Mark 3:27;
. Luke 11:21-22; GThom 35)

The independent attestation of this saying in the Gos-
pel of Thomas is a sign of its secondary attachment to the
original chreia. This attachment took place most probably in
the oral tradition, because we find it in Mark and in Q.
Crossan considers it a good example of an aphoristic con-
clusion (1983: 188-90). The Markan version might have
preserved the form of its oral version, attested also by Mat-
thew (Q?) and by the Gospel of Thomas (Sellew: 104). The
different version that we read in Luke can be explained as due
to Q’s elaboration or, more probably, to the redaction of Luke.

The fact of its similarity to the saying about the defeat

of Satan (Q 10:18) speaks in favor of its historicity and of its
relationship to the controversy over the exorcistic activity
of Jesus. This point has been stressed recently by Kollmann
(89-195; see also the arguments of Twelftree: 111-12). In
both sayings Jesus understands his mission as a struggle
against Satan in order to advance the coming of the king-
dom of God.

Answer D (Matt 12:30; Luke 11:23)

This double proverb was included in the elaborated
chreia of Q. The first part of it can be found in a slightly dif-
ferent form in Mark (Mark 9:40; Luke 9:50; POxy 1224),
also on the occasion of an exorcism. De la Fuente has sug-

gested that the version of Q might be closer to the context
of the historical Jesus, whereas the version of Mark may
mirror the situation of the early Church (455-58). But as
Humphries has shown, its rhetorical situation in Q implies
that this popular proverb did not refer to a connection to Je-
sus, but was used as an argument to confirm the central

statement of the chreia, namely, that Jesus is not in favor of
Beelzebul, but against him (136-37). Although it can be at-
tributed to Jesus, its original relationship to his exorcisms is
not certain. Hence we are not going to consider it among
the reactions of the historical Jesus to accusations of his
casting out demons in the name of Beelzebul.

Conclusion A (Matt 12:31-32; Mark 3:28-30); and
Conclusion B (Matt 12:43-45; Luke 11:24-26)

These two conclusions may be attributed to the

redactional work of Mark (A) and Q (B). Mark has to ex-

plain this conclusion by stressing that it answers to the ac-
cusation of having an unclean spirit (Mark 3:30). This
means that even if this saying was uttered by the historical
Jesus, its relationship to his exorcisms is not clear. On the
other hand, the conclusion in Q fits the argument by anal-
ogy, and this was a usual way to conclude an elaborated
chreia (Humphries: 138-39). The purpose of the argument
was to stress the central statement of the chreia showing
that demons do not oppose each other, but help each other
against a common enemy, and so it is impossible to interpret
Jesus’ exorcisms as an internal disruption. The saying is a
summary of ancient demonology (B6cher: 17). It can be
considered common wisdom in the world of Jesus. But it is
difficult to conclude that it was used by Jesus against the ac,
cusation of casting out demons in the name of Beelzebul.

We can sum up the analysis of the isolated units by say-
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ing that Jesus was accused of casting out demons by the
power of Beelzebul, the prince of demons, and that he an-
swered this negative label with at least three different argu-
ments (answers A, B, and C). These reveal the meaning he

assigned to his exorcisms. The next step in this research will
be to develop a scenario that would enable us to adequately
understand the societal reaction that provoked the accusa-
tion against Jesus.

Societal Reaction to the Exorcisms of Jesus

The activity of Jesus as an exorcist provoked different
societal reactions. Q’s version of the Beelzebul controversy
reports two of them that we find frequently in the Gospels:
&dquo;the people were amazed, but some of them said: he casts
out demons by the power of Beelzebul, the Prince of de-
mons&dquo; (Q 11:14b-15). The first reaction implies a positive
interpretation of the exorcism reported, whereas the second
interprets this behavior of Jesus as deviant. The negative in-
terpretation of the exorcisms of Jesus is characteristic of the
demonic perspective which does not differentiate very

much among various types of deviants (Pfohl: 25). The use
of the sociological study of deviants can help us to identify
more precisely the meaning of this societal reaction and the
real causes of this accusation. Among the different ap-
proaches to the study of deviants, we are going to use the la-
belling theory developed by symbolic interactionists

(Lemert: 14-22; Thio: 34-38). According to this perspec-
tive, public accusations are negative labels used to control
behavior which some individual(s) have interpreted as neg-
ative or dangerous to society at large, or to a group within it.

The act of labelling can be described as the &dquo;successful
identification of a person and his/her personhood with some
trait of his behavior&dquo; (Malina & Neyrey 1988: 35). This
identification can be positive (titles) or negative (stigmas).
Stigmas are attached to negative deviant behavior, that is,
to &dquo;vagrant forms of human activity, moving outside the
more orderly currents of social life&dquo; (Erikson: 307). The pro-
cess by which stigmas are ascribed to such 9 behavior is
called stigmatization, and comprises the &dquo;attaching of visi-
ble signs of moral inferiority to persons, such as invidious la-
bels, marks, brands, or publicly disseminated information&dquo;
(Lemert: 65). Labelling a person as deviant is then a com-
plex social process &dquo;by which the members of a group, com-
munity or society (1) interpret behavior as deviant, (2)
define persons who so behave as a certain kind of deviant,
and (3) accord them the treatment considered appropriate
to such deviants&dquo; (Kitsuse: 248). These basic definitions of
labeling, deviance, and the process by which a person is la-

beled as deviant raise some questions about the social na-
ture of deviance that can be useful to interpret the negative
reaction to the exorcisms of Jesus.

In the first place it must be said that deviance is a so-
cially assessed phenomenon. What is considered deviant
depends on a socially shared interpretation, so that &dquo;the de-
viant is one to whom that label has successfully been ap-
plied ; deviant behavior is behavior that people so label&dquo;

(Becker: 9). This means that different cultures may have
different standards for interpreting and defining deviant be-
havior. The reason for this cultural nature of deviance is
that deviant behavior can only be defined and enforced by
reference to the values and rules of a given society (Becker:
129-34; Lemert: 31-32). Values and rules are related to the
maintenance of social boundaries, and for that reason
&dquo;transactions taking place between deviant persons on the
one side and agencies of control on the other are boundary
maintaining mechanisms&dquo; (Erikson: 309-10). The values
and boundaries of a society are then the framework in
which deviant behavior can be understood as such. Conse-

quently the deviant nature of the exorcisms of Jesus and so-
cietal reaction to them can only be understood in the
context of the culture in which he and his accusers lived.

Innovative behavior was considered

non-conformist, and only fully
conforming role performance was

tolerated.

There are some common traits of Mediterranean cul-
ture that affect the definition of deviance in it. In the first

place there are the core values of honor and shame, which
reveal a deep concern for the opinion of other people. The
importance of public opinion was such that an intense pro-
cess of social control was continuously going on (Malina &

Neyrey 1991 b: 25-46). Related to these core values is the
dyadic perception of the personality, by which a person un-
derstands himself or herself as part of a group, particularly
the kinship group. Deviance is perceived as something af
fecting the honor of the group, not just the individual
(Malina and Neyrey 1991c: 76-80). The strong-group,
collectivistic quality of that society is likewise important.
This quality makes social boundaries more defined and at
the same time more dangerous.

The Mediterranean society of the first century was also
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an agrarian society. As such, it had a rigid social stratifica-
tion, in which every movement outside the group or status,

especially vertical movement in the social pyramid, was per-
ceived as problematic (Guijarro 1997: 55-57). The same
can be said about the roles and norms governing social in-
teraction in general. That society placed no value on inno-
vation. For that reason innovative behavior was considered

non-conformist, and only fully conforming role perfor-
mance was tolerated (Coser: 168-69). At a lower level, the
concrete social and political conditions of Israelite society
in the first century are relevant to understanding why the
activity of Jesus as an exorcist was interpreted by some in
such a negative way.

I shall come back to these contextual references later.
Now I would like to mention some structural patterns in the

deviance process and in the societal reaction to it that are

common to different cultures. One of these is the purpose of

the deviance process. The deviance process entails a degra-
dation ceremony that effects a transformation of identity, so
that &dquo;the other person becomes in the eyes of his condemn-

ers literally a different and new person. It is not that the new
attributes are added to the old ’nucleus.’ He is not changed,
he is reconstituted ... the former identity stands as acci-
dental ; the new identity is the ’basic reality.’ ... The public
denunciation effect such a transformation of essence&dquo; and

&dquo;through the interpretive work ... the denounced person
becomes in the eyes of the witnesses a different person&dquo;
(Garfinkel: 421-22). To be successful, the degradation cer-
emony must include some features, such as the identifica-
tion of the denouncer as a public person, whose task is the
defense of supra-personal (socially shared) values

(Garfinkel: 422-23).
Malina and Neyrey have shown that these conditions

can be found in the deviant career of Jesus (1988: 45-46).
Hence the public denunciation of Jesus can be considered
as a social sanction, whose purpose &dquo;is not a simple act of
censure,&dquo; but &dquo;a sharp rite of transition at once moving him
out of his normal position in society and trangferring him
into a distinct deviant role&dquo; (Erikson: 311). According to
Erikson this rite of transition has three related phases. The
first is &dquo;a formal confrontation between the deviant suspect
and the representatives of his community&dquo;; in the second
&dquo;they announce some judgment about the nature of his de-
viancy&dquo; ; and in the third &dquo;they perform an act of social
placement, assigning him to a special deviant role.&dquo; Rele-
vant is the fact that &dquo;such ceremonies tend to be events of
wide public interest and ordinarily take place in a dramatic,
ritualized setting&dquo; (311). We can trace this same process in
the confrontation of Jesus with his adversaries: the contro,

versies about his exousia fit the first phase; the accusation of
casting out demons by the power of Beelzebul the second;
and his identification as Beelzebul (Matt 10:25) the third.

According to the Gospels, all these phases took place in a
public setting.

Locating the accusation of casting out demons by the
power of Beelzebul in this scenario can help to identify the
purpose of his accusers and the nature of their accusation.
To be labeled a deviant means not only to be accused as a
rule-breaker, but to be ascribed a deviant ontological status,
which tends to make a person an outsider and to exile him
or her from the group. As Katz has shown, deviant identifi-
cations are not about role identities, but about ontological
identities, that is, about the essence of a person (192-97).
By accusing Jesus, his accusers try to assign him a new iden-
tity, a new self of a negative kind. They do this in order to
neutralize his activity, which they perceive as negative. It is
either dangerous for society as a whole or for the group that
initiated the deviance process. And the accusation is an im-

portant part of this process. The scenario suggested here has
a heuristic value in that it raises new questions, such as
these:

. Why were the exorcisms of Jesus so important and
dangerous for his accusers?

. Who were those accusers?

. What social values or boundaries were violated in the

activity of casting out demons? i

Only by answering these questions can we find out
what is behind the accusation of casting out demons by the
power of Beelzebul. The importance attached to Jesus’ ex-
orcisms by his accusers is something very striking for the
modern reader, most probably because we do not experi-
ence demon possession and exorcism as did persons in an-

tiquity. A close scrutiny of the gospel tradition reveals that
the exorcisms were an essential part of Jesus’ activity. Some
years ago, Hollenbach called attention to this fact. He
noted that (a) &dquo;quantitatively the exorcisms played a large
role in Jesus career&dquo;; (b) &dquo;qualitatively ... exorcisms fig-
ured prominently in Jesus’ own understanding of his ca-
reer,&dquo; and (c) &dquo;it was in connection with this particular
activity that he drew upon himself the wrath of all the im-

portant public authorities of his time&dquo; (568-69). In his chal-
lenging and ground-breaking study Hollenbach proposed
an interpretation of demonic possession and exorcism using
anthropological studies, and was thus able to throw new
light on the reaction provoked by the exorcisms of Jesus.

The anthropological studies quoted by him show a
closeBrelationship between demonic possession and social
tensions, such as &dquo;class antagonisms rooted in economic ex-
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ploitation, conflicts between traditions where revered tradi-
tions are eroded, colonial domination and revolution&dquo;

(Hollenbach: 573; see also Pfohl: 38-40 and Sanders:

133-35). Hollenbach rightly sees these instances as rele-
vant analogies because the circumstances described are

very similar to those of Israel in the time of Jesus (see con,
tra : Davies: 78-81). That situation finally exploded in the
Judean-Roman war of 66-70 CE. This structural analogy al-
lows us to interpret the situation of Roman Palestine in the

light of the cases in question in which demonic possession is
frequent. In these cases &dquo;mental illness can be seen as a so-
cially acceptable form of oblique protest against, or escape
from oppressions&dquo; and &dquo;some types of mental disorders be-
came... ’cures’ for, as well as symptoms of, social conflict&dquo;
(575). The kinds of possession described in these studies

suggest the possibility that Palestinian possession performed a
similar function and occurred within a similar social and po-
litical pattern. It may have functioned as a &dquo;fix&dquo; for people
who saw no other way to cope with the horrendous social and

political conditions in which they found their lot cast [576].

Demonic possession was a socially accepted way to
cope with tensions, because it allowed the possessed to do
and say what he or she could not do or say as a sane person.
In the world of Jesus there were two social domains: the

public (political) and the private (familial), and in both
there were people under constraints of abusive authority. In
the kinship context persons subject to the authority of the
paterfamilias, and especially women, were more likely to re-
sort to demonic possession to soften the tensions of patriar-
chal authority (Mark 7:24-30; 9:14-27). In the public
arena, on the other hand, we are more likely to find male
adults, as in fact we do in the case of the exorcism per-
formed by Jesus in the synagogue of Capernaum (Mark
1:23-28) and that of the Gerasene demoniac (Mark
5:1-20) . Davis has stressed the importance of the exorcisms

of Jesus in the kinship sphere (1995: 85-86), but the public
accusations against him must have been provoked by the
exorcisms effected by Jesus in public.

This leads us to the question of the identity of Jesus’ ac-
cusers. Although the accusers identified in individual Gos-
pel documents may mirror the situation of the communities
for whom those documents were composed, as in the case of
the &dquo;Pharisees&dquo; of Matthew (Matt 9:34; 12:34), there are
reasons for identifying them with the dominant elite of Ro-
man Galilee or their retainers (the Scribes of Mark 3:22).
Accusations of madness, witchcraft and possession were
frequently used by the dominant classes as a means of social
control, especially in times of social unrest (Hollenbach:

577). The tradition preserved in Luke 13:31-33, which may
be traced back to a saying of Jesus (Kollmann: 187-89),
shows the hostility of Herod Antipas toward Jesus. It also
implies that the activity for which Herod sought out Jesus
was precisely his exorcisms: &dquo;Go and say to that fox: behold,
I cast out demons and perform cures today and tomorrow,
and on the third day I will finish my task, but it is necessary
for me to keep walking today, tomorrow and the next day,
because a prophet cannot be killed outside Jerusalem.&dquo; An
intriguing relationship among casting out demons, the hos-
tility of Herod, and a prophet’s death needing to take place
in Jerusalem appears in this saying of Jesus. This relation-
ship stresses the links between the accusations against Jesus
and his trial and crucifixion.

The exorcisms of Jesus were a threat, first of all, to the
governing elite of Galilee, and consequently, to the Judean
elite. By interpreting the casting out of demons as a sign of
the coming of the Kingdom of God, and by making his exor-
cisms part of a strategy for restoring Israelite integrity, Jesus
threatened the stability of the social order. The puzzling re-
action of his own family, affected by gossip claiming Jesus
was demon-possessed (Mark 3:21; see Neufeld), as well as
the reaction of the townspeople after the exorcism of the
Gerasene demoniac, who ask Jesus to leave their region
(Mark 5:17), reveals that his exorcisms were perceived by
ordinary people as dangerous. Those reactions must be Lin-
derstood in connection with the accusation of the scribes

(Mark 3:22) and with Herod’s persecution (Luke
13:31-33). All these instances mirror the threatening con-
sequences of Jesus’ restorative activity, which had disrup-
tive effects for the stabilized social order.

Jesus’ three responses to the accusation of casting out
the demons by the power of Beelzebul contain heavy politi-
cal overtones. These responses confirm the interpretation
pointing to how the exorcisms of Jesus were perceived by
the political elite of Israel. In them, Jesus talks about a di-
vided kingdom (Q 11:17-19) and says that the casting out
of demons is part of hostilities against God’s enemies and a

sign of the coming of God’s kingdom (Q 11:20). Hence his
exorcisms must be interpreted as a victory over the strong
man and his house (Mark 3:27).

Oakman has asked, &dquo;Why have all of these words been
attracted to this particular context?&dquo; (114). He suggests
that they should be viewed in a peasant context and in a po-
litical situation in which these statements lived on orally:

The conflict surrounding Beelzebul, which immediately esca-
lates into words about divided kingdoms and the plunder of
the goods of the strong one, underscores the political and
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economic dimension of demon possession. The &dquo;demons&dquo;

that the &dquo;reign of God&dquo; is colliding with are not just &dquo;spooks&dquo;
and psychoses. There is in view here economic disprivilege,
malnutrition, endemic violence, and the destruction of rural

families [115].

There may be other, complementary, explanations of
the hostility provoked by the exorcisms of Jesus, but all of
them can be understood as arguments that underscore their

threatening nature for the governing elite. One such argu-
ment points to the fact that Jesus lacked religious creden-
tials for this healing and exorcistic activity (Mark 6:1-6).
Another argument would be that he did not follow the pro-
cedures used by other exorcists (Rousseau: 148). On the
other hand, the accusation of being possessed was com-
monly leveled at exorcists in the ancient world as well as in

many pre-industrial societies (Eitrem: 49ss.; Kolenkow).
Some of these arguments can be discerned in the response
of Jesus, but they were not the central point. The central
point was the public/political effect of his exorcisms.

Viewed in their original peasant context and in the political
situation of first-century Galilee, the exorcisms of Jesus re-
veal subversive connotations that might have been lost in
part as his literate followers recorded his words and deeds in

a new situation in which exorcisms had different connota-
tions (Oakman: 109-10). Some of these connotations can
be perceived in the responses of Jesus to his accusers. We
now turn to them.

Jesus’ Response to His Accusers

The analysis of the deviance process from the perspec-
tive of societal reaction-the focus of labeling theorists in
the sixties-permits only a partial view of it. In the early
seventies some scholars proposed a fuller approach, taking
into consideration the viewpoint of those labeled deviants

(Mankoff; Rogers & Buffalo; Lipp; Warren).
The viewpoint of the accused is important because it

helps us understand the meaning he or she attaches to devi-
ant behavior. This is precisely what we find in the response
of Jesus to his accusers. To adequately understand it we

need to know that in their cultural context both accusation
and response had a particular meaning. Jesus lived in an
honor culture, in which an accusation was perceived not
only as an act of aggression (Rogers & Buffalo: 102-03), but
as an honor challenge. An honor challenge cannot remain
unanswered because when the person challenged does not
respond to it, personal reputation is lost in the eyes of the
public. The response of Jesus to his accusers must be under-
stood in the scenario of the challenge and riposte pattern

characteristic of the Mediterranean culture (Malina &

Neyrey 1991b: 29-32). In this context his response appears
as a defense of his honor and, at the same time, as an expla-
nation of the meaning of his exorcisms. This is what we find
in the three answers that we have assigned to the pre-Easter
tradition.

Whatever the precise wording of the pre-Easter tradi-
tion of the first saying, the reasoning behind the response is
clear: the accusation is inconsistent because Beelzebul can-
not act against himself (Matt 12:25-26 par). Jesus resorts to
popular wisdom, recalling that a divided kingdom and a di-
vided house (an extended family, most probably the ruler’s
family) cannot continue to exist. In the ancient world polit-
ical and familial solidarity was so highly valued that it was
easy to understand Jesus’ argument and its conclusion: Jesus
does not belong to Satan’s basileia (see also Q 4:5-8). Con-
sequently his accusers have lost face in the public arena and
have been dishonored by his wise answer. To the original
audience of the Gospels this was so evident that the author
does not need to spell it out.

In the second saying (Matt 12:27-28 par) Jesus’ re-
sponse goes further because it makes his reaction against his
accusers explicit. And more importantly, it provides an al-
ternative explanation for his purported deviance. The ver-
bal coincidences with the accusation (en Beelzebul
... ekballein ... ta daimonia) makes this second response a
more direct answer to the accusation. The saying begins
with an ad hominem argument. This argument is clear if the
sons of Jesus’ accusers are his own disciples. If Jesus casts out
demons by the power of Beelzebul, the same can be said of
them, and so the shame/deviance that his accusers want to
attach to him reverts to them. But Jesus then offers a differ-
ent explanation of his exorcisms: he belongs to the basileia
of God; he is acting, not on behalf of the Prince of demons,
but on behalf of the Spirit of God; his exorcisms manifest,
not an alliance with Satan, but war against him and victory
over him.

The third response (Matt 12:29 par) is linked to the
first by the catch-word oikia. It offers a complementary ex-
planation : Jesus does not belong to the house of Beelzebul,
but attacks that house. The reign of Satan is not divided,
but under siege. The image behind this saying is that of a
ruler’s house attacked by a throne rival, an image that
would be familiar to the audience of Jesus (Oakman:
114-17) . The proverb, which may be a piece of popular wis-
dom, recalls another saying of Jesus that declares victory
over Satan (Q 10: 18). Some have seen in this saying an
early account of the vision of Jesus’ call by God (Theissen:
196-97). This perspective helps to explain the importance
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of the exorcisms in his public activity, and the context of
this answer.

Following the challenge-riposte pattern characteristic
of the Mediterranean public interaction, Jesus accepts the

allenge and responds to it by defeating his accusers and
.sus winning honor in the eyes of the public. But he does
even more since by his responses and by the way in which he
reacts to the labels tossed at him, he reveals the meaning
that he attached to the acts labeled deviant by his accusers.
To find out the meaning of Jesus’ reactions we have to place
them in the context of other possible reactions, and for that
we are going to use the typology proposed by Rogers and
Buffalo.

This typology (Rogers & Buffallo: 105-14) describes
nine modes of adaptation to a deviant label, which are clas-
sified according their tactical and societal relationships.
The tactical relationship refers to &dquo;the deviant maneuver-

ing vis-~-vis his/her labelers in terms of attitude and action,&dquo;
whereas societal reaction represents the &dquo;thrust emerging
from the deviant’s tactic encountering societal context&dquo;

(106). The authors consider three possible reactions on the
part of the labeled person: assent, rejection, and exchange,
and three possible societal reactions to each of these: mag-
nification, manipulation and obliteration. Combining those
different possibilities they propose nine modes of adaptation
to a deviant label:

In terms of tactical relationship the three responses of
Jesus can be classified under the category of rejection, be-
cause in all of them Jesus rejects the accusation of being al-
lied to Beelzebul. But in each of them we find different

connotations, which allow us to identify them with the
three types of rejection considered in the typology.

Repudiation is the outcome of an accused deviant’s re-
jection of some accusation that is coupled with societal
magnification. This can be described as an overt rejection of
the deviant label &dquo;through such claims as: It isn’t so&dquo; (107).
The public nature of this kind of resistance to stigmatization
requires considerable determination on the part of the ac-
cused. It also requires resources and power to be successful,
because such a reaction effects a societal magnification of
the label, making it more prominent. Answer A (Kingdom

divided) can be assigned to this category. The whole argu-
ment, based on comparisons of the divided kingdom and
family, has the effect of publicly rejecting the accusation: It
isn’t so, because it is impossible for Satan to be against him-
self ! This answer, like the rest, is uttered in a public setting
and has the effect of magnifying the accusation by openly
rejecting it.

The second mode of rejection is evasion. Evasion is the
outcome of an accused deviant’s rejection of some accusa-
tion that is coupled with societal manipulation. It &dquo;refers

primarily to verbal manipulation as a means of defense
against the imputation of deviance. The person in response
rejects the label, which is manipulated to deflect to negative
impact through a counterploy based perhaps on a differing
view of reality, involving society&dquo; (110). Malina and Neyrey
have developed this mode of reaction, including in it such
techniques of neutralization as (a) denial of responsibility,
(b) denial of injury, (c) denial of victim, (d) condemning
the condemners, and (e) appeal to higher loyalties (1988:
63-65). Most of these traits can be found in answer B (by
the Spirit of God). Through verbal manipulation (by
Beelzebul/by the Spirit of God), Jesus rejects the label of be-
ing allied with Beelzebul, but he does it in such a way that
societal manipulation takes place. He begins by accusing his
accusers, announcing that their own sons will be their

judges. Then he appeals to a higher loyalty, ascribing his ex-
orcisms to the power of the Spirit of God. In so doing, he im-
plicitly denies his responsibility and also casts his exorcisms
in a positive light in which there are no victims and no inju-
ries. This societal manipulation of the label achieves suc-
cessful neutralization and, at the same time, offers a new

justification of the exorcisms of Jesus.
The third possible kind of rejection is redefinition. Re-

definition is the outcome of some accused deviant’s rejec-
tion of some accusation that is coupled with societal

obliteration. The definitional change

is effected when that which was previously called deviant co-
mes to be called normative. The characteristic or behavior

remains the same, but society has altered its view and rede-
fined the deviant behavior in positive terms of approval
[113].

Redefinition is implied in answer C (the Strong one
spoiled). In this response Jesus not only offers a different ex-
planation of his exorcisms (as in answer B), but proposes
this behavior as normative. This activity was, in fact, pro-
posed by Jesus to his followers as normative behavior. They
were sent by him to cast out demons (Mark 6:7), and this
seems to have been his primary activity according to the
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two more ancient reports of the mission charge (Q 10:17;
Mark 6:13). In this core group the meaning of the exorcisms
of Jesus was successfully redefined, and we can presuppose
that this point of view was shared by those who interpreted
his exorcisms in positive terms of approval (Q 11:14b) .

The identification of the three answers of Jesus with
the three kinds of rejection proposed in the typology of Rog-
ers and Buffalo is not an end in itself. As the authors wam,
&dquo;cells in a typology ... represent only a transitional phase of
theoretical endeavor,&dquo; and the typology itself &dquo;implies en-
trances, motion within, and exits&dquo; (114). This can be also

argued of our previous assignment of the different sayings of
Jesus. Answer A (Kingdom divided), for example, contains
an implicit condemnation of condemners (shaming them in
public) which is a characteristic of evasion. Answer B (by
the Spirit of God) includes some redefinition traits, because
Jesus tries to obliterate the accusation by offering an alter-
nate explanation. Finally, in answer C (the Strong one de-
spoiled) one can discern some features of evasion.

The main purpose of Jesus’ responses
was not to clarify what kind of
exorcist he was, but to make clear the
cosmic and political implications of
his exorcisms.

The basic defensive strategy of Jesus was to reject the
label applied to him. In his different reactions he did not
deny his exorcisms. What he did deny was the way in which
the exorcisms were interpreted by his accusers and the la-
bels attached because of this interpretation. This is a char-
acteristic feature of behavior that seeks political change. In
fact, two of the strategies that we have identified in the say-
ings of Jesus (repudiation and redefinition) figure, accord-
ing to Rogers and Buffalo, among the three more likely
adaptations for political action labelled deviant (115). This,
as we have already noted, fits strikingly well with the con-
tent of the responses and also with the political overtones of
the exorcistic activity of Jesus. The exorcisms of Jesus had
political consequences. He and his accusers knew it. While
his accusers interpreted them as a threat to the political or-
der, Jesus considered them as a sign of the presence of the
reign of God. The main purpose of Jesus’ responses was not
to clarify what kind of exorcist he was, but to make clear the
cosmic and political implications of his exorcisms. Among

them, the social restoration of the victims of social and eco-
nomic tensions had a prominent place.

The reintegration of those marginalized as a conse-
quence of political and economic unrest implied a redefini-
tion of the social boundaries, and also a change in the rules
governing social relations. As Davies has suggested
(107-12), the exorcistic activity of Jesus is closely related to
the gathering of a surrogate family (Mark 3:31-35;
10:28-30). In my opinion Davies is not right when he pos-
tulates that most of the followers of Jesus were previously
demon-possessed due to intrafamily tensions. But I find it
highly possible that the gathering of a new family governed
by kinship-like reciprocity instead of patriarchal authority
may have been part of the same reintegrative strategy to
which Jesus’ exorcistic activity belonged. To this same strat-
egy can be assigned other characteristic features of Jesus’ ac-
tivity, such as his closeness to sinners and tax-collectors,
which is widely witnessed in the gospel tradition.

Contributions to the Study of
the Historical Jesus

The foregoing discussion of societal reaction to the ex-
orcisms of Jesus and of his own strategies to counter this re-
action as reflected in the Beelzebul controversy suggests
some reflections that can be helpful for the study of the his-
torical Jesus.

The use of social studies of deviant behavior as a cogni-
tive and heuristic tool for interpreting the deviance process
of Jesus can help to clarify the sense in which Jesus can be
considered a &dquo;marginal&dquo; Jew (sic: Meier). The Gospels con,
tain a demonic interpretation of the deviance of Jesus, but
this kind of interpretation does not explore its historical
causes and consequences. When we analyze the data of the
Gospels with the tools developed for the social study of de,
viant behavior, new questions arise. The historical causes
and consequences of Jesus’ deviant activity appear more
clearly.

The social study of deviant behavior has helped us to
discover that the accusation of being possessed by Beelzebul
belongs to a broader strategy whose purpose was to discredit
Jesus, to declare him an outsider in his society, and to assign
him a new identity. These features have raised a new set of
questions that have led us to a more concrete contex-
tualization of the exorcisms of Jesus. The analogy of the sit-
uation in first-century Palestine with that of other societies
in which demonic possession is frequent has been the clue
to discovering that Jesus’ exorcisms were perceived as

threatening to the governing elite and their retainers. By
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casting out the demons and restoring people to society, Je-
sus threatened a social order in which demonic possession
was an escape-valve. The puzzling reaction to his exorcisms
by his own family, as well as by the people, the scribes and
Herod Antipas suggest that the social reintegration of de,
moniacs had social and political connotations for Jesus and
for his contemporaries that are opaque to us. This is particu-
larly important, because Jesus was the first in the ancient
Mediterranean world to give such a prominent place to ex-
orcisms in his activity.

The responses of Jesus to the accusation of casting out
demons by the power of Beelzebul reveal that he never ac-
cepted this interpretation. He fought against it in every pos-
sible way and unveiled the real meaning and purpose of his
exorcisms. Coherent with his culture’s perspective on na-

ture, which included non-visible, person-like beings to ex-
plain certain effects, Jesus explained that he was possessed
by the Spirit of God and that in his dealings with those pos-
sessed by demons he was engaged in a cosmic war against
Satan. Victory over Satan was the sign of the dawning of
God’s rule. The sign of the coming of God’s reign was the
restoration to society of those who were at the margins. Je-
sus called them to be part of a new family together with him
and his followers, and this was highly disruptive.

Since this study has dealt only with one passage, the
conclusions reached about the deviant character of the ac-

tivity of Jesus and about his reactions to negative labels are

partial. Further research on other accusations and on Jesus’
reaction to them is needed to have a fuller picture of both
the nature of societal reaction to Jesus deviant behavior and
the meaning of his counter strategies.
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