“HORROR” AS USED BY JESUS IN
THE FORMATION OF HIS DISCIPLES

WILLIAM SAMPSON

In “The Case of M. Valdemar” Edgar Allan Poe imagines a narrator
who wants to experiment with hypnotizing a person just before death.
A friend, a M. Ernest Valdemar who is dying, agrees to be hypnotized.
The hypnotic trance is successfully established. Afterwards, at intervals
a few days apart, the hypnotist gets M. Valdemar to answer questions.
At first, he talks of being asleep. But one day he says, “I am dead.”
After this exchange there is no further evidence of breathing, but the
tongue continues to vibrate when asked questions. “Death (or what is
usually termed death) had been arrested by the mesmeric process.”
After seven months a decision is made to awaken M. Valde-
mar. Let Poe tell it:
I am sure that all in the room were prepared to see the patient awaken.
For what really occurred, however, it is quite impossible that any human
being could have been prepared.
As I rapidly made the mesmeric passes, amid ejaculations of “Dead!
Dead!” absolutely bursting from the tongue and from the lips of the suf-
ferer, his whole frame at once within the space of a single minute or less,
shrunk—crumbled—absolutely rotted away beneath my hands. Upon the
bed, before that whole company, there lay a nearly liquid mass of loath-
some—of detestable putrescence.
Poe was hoping that you would feel a loathing, a shuddering,
a shiver—elements of the emotion, horror. The Oxford Dictionary
defines horror as “the feeling excited by something shocking or fright-
ful.” The hedgehog is in its origins. Horror recalls the standing up of
the hair in moments of fear, so obvious in cats. It gets into creeping
flesh.
In the Gospels, Jesus is aiming at this effect in some of his
images:
“And at his gate there used to be a poor man, . ..covered with
sores . . . even dogs came and licked his sores.” (Luke 16:20-21)




«

S

2
¥

\\

I
V7
74
5’
A
)
3
\N
P N

Qemand an end to
live in the new ind

yvalked about in
item;

66

BN lhl'o n inlO hC” 'her: . . > l 9)
W € [hCl : /i cve i
. ( 4 ) w r worm will never die not their fire be ut

Al? horrors that light on a folk whose city
1s ta’en of their foes, '

Wben they slaughter the men, when the burg
1S wasted with ravening flame

W {
hen strangers are haling young children
to thraldom, fair women to shame

(Iliad ix: 592-4)

me
upon you, when your enemies will

bank about You and surround you e
and hem yoy i on every side ‘
and dash yoy tq the ground
You and your children within you,»
(Lk 19:43-44)

St as Vi
Homer wag 81ving us the motive that

Ju
make a decision—the decision

Meleager had to

eare iti
TS 10 make Critical decisions

More in line wi

: ; with the

Imagery is the use Fried: reasons that Jesu i

st se Friedrich Engels made in hj s had for using such
orking Clg n his great study, The Condi-

: : SS in :
hoping to motivate England in 1844, 1n that work Engels was

o . 4i€ people, to get ¢ i
i Sadesi i i desiggne(?e::: t}:) do something. He presented
0

the frightful wayg (4 Tfy PN et mako - diom
b ustrial age, the poor had been forced to
Ch of the book ig ;
M 00k is simple descriptions of
anchester’s Jegg pleasa of what he saw as he

Nt areas. Here s 2 typical

> Tight at the €ntrance w
. This privy is so dirt
by wading throy,

:Ix:;e the c9vered Passage ends
at the nhabitants cap only

enter or leave th
€ court
gh pudd)
s of stale yrj
rine and

€xcrement,

“HORROR” AS USED BY JESUS 67

The young Engels was horrified at what he saw. He knew that
to get changes made he had to horrify others. The Gospel Jesus used
horror in the same way—to get people to change, to make new deci-
sions. The path they were on was leading to destruction. To continue
on that path guaranteed a frightful future.

The Gospel Jesus sees himself as bringing on the endtimes.
There is an urgency in his preaching. He has a task to do that allows for
no delay.

Jesus sees men as rushing to their destruction. Everything is on a knife-
edge. It is the last hour. The respite is running out. He unwearyingly points
to the threatening nature of the situation. (J. Jeremias, New Testament
Theology, Scribner’s, 1971, p. 152).

Jesus lets his imagination play over the details of the catastro-
phe that is approaching so swiftly. The images he uses are designed to
make people experience fear, terror, repugnance, and dread—to horrify
them.

Jesus uses two images repeatedly. One is fire, the other dark-
ness. He plants in his hearers’ imaginations an image of a “blazing
furnace” (Mt 13:42) and warns that people will be thrown into it. A not
uncommon nightmare—being burned alive! It is like the mother who
threatens to put her son’s fingers in the burner’s flames if he ever steals
again. Over and over again Jesus leads his hearers to imagine being
burned, not just in the fingers but throughout the whole body. We are
used to the image and perhaps unmoved by it. An artist can make it
come alive for us, and terrify us. But the aesthetic distance can soften
it, and it is not seen as a threat to us.

But Jesus is trying to break through that distance, that false
confidence that, in reality, this is no threat to me. He wants people to
realize that their very existence is threatened with a catastrophic future.

The second image Jesus uses often is that of darkness. He
threatens his hearers with a future without light. Again like a parent
warning the child that if he doesn’t change, he will be locked in the
closet! And again we are in a nightmare world.

As for the good-for-nothing servant, throw him into the darkness outside,
where there will be weeping and grinding of teeth. (Mt 25:30)

Here is a person trying to frighten his hearers, and spending
much of his power of imagination in detailing a terrifying future. Had
Jesus felt that, while this threat was real, yet it was so remote as to be
unlikely, he could have largely ignored it. This is what we do with the
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generation,” those who are actually listening to his words at this
moment—when they see themselves being excluded, they will appeal
to their closeness to him. “We were there when you came! Have you
forgotten how close we were! We’re not like these others; we were right
there, and we ate and drank in your company! Remember: it was in our
streets that you taught” (Luke 13:55fF).

But they will hear the frightful words: “Away from me, you
evildoers!” The cameras continue to roll: a scene of weeping, gnashing
of teeth, as they watch with open-eyed disbelief, and “people from east
and west, from north and south, will come and sit down at the feast”
and they themselves are not let in. “You are headed for a terrible
surprise. You who are now first will be last.”

This great reversal was, for Aristotle, a crucial element in
moving the audience towards the horror that great tragedy hoped to
produce. He actually drew up a set of rules designed to help in produc-
ing that most intense effect.

First of all, the central character had to be someone we can
identify with. Secondly, he had to go from happiness to misery.
Thirdly, this reversal had to be brought about by a discovery of some-
thing that had been hidden from him. The hero’s downfall must not be
brought about by overwhelming outside forces. And lastly, the hidden
reality is an error he has made in the past, not a depravity.

Aristotle felt that in the finest tragedies “the plot in fact
should be so framed that, even without seeing the things take place, he
who simply hears the account of them shall be filled with horror and
pity at the incidents.” In their search for effective drama, the drama-
tists were forced to focus, says Aristotle, on “families in which such

horrors have occurred” (On Poetics, c. 14).

The scenarios that Jesus imagines are strikingly comparable.
He presents to us, for example, the plight of a good man who stayed in
his father’s house and worked the family fields for many years. This is a
person we identify with very easily, a faithful and obedient son. Jesus
gives this man a younger brother, a man of consummate selfishness.
Jesus describes his selfish indulgence in ways designed to arouse the
hearer’s contempt.

It is the return of this no-good that sparks the reversal that
takes place within the elder brother. He has been in the fields, working
away faithfully, and comes home to find that he has been invited to a
feast, a welcome-home for his younger brother. The invitation pro-
duces in him incomprehension. He tries to make his father understand,
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unexpected danger—rejecting the Messiah. For those who take part in
that rejecting, a future filled with unprecedented evil.

This generation will have to answer for every prophet’s blood that has been

shed since the foundation of the world, from the blood of Abel to the blood

of Zechariah who perished between the altar and the temple. Yes, I tell you,

this generation will have to answer for it all. (Lk 11: 50-51)

It is a paradox, but as Jesus makes disciples, he is actually
providing people with a much greater source of false confidence. It is
unavoidable. It forces him to expend much of his energy trying to undo
it. Those close to him find it difficult to take the threats of disaster as
referring to themselves when he assures them, “To you is granted to
understand the mysteries of the kingdom, but to them it is not
granted” (Mt 13:11).

How can you feel fear when you hear him say to you,
“Blessed are your eyes because they see, your ears because they hear.
Many prophets . . . longed to see what you see, and never saw it; to hear
what you hear and never heard it” (Mt 13: 16-17).

How can his disciples not feel secure against the threats when
they work miracles? Their call to discipleship quickly becomes a pro-
tection against reality. If the disciples are to hear of the catastrophic
future that threatens their lives, they must be stripped of all false
confidence.

When the day comes, many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not proph-

esy in your name, drive out demons in your name, work many miracles in

your name?
Jesus is spelling it out so accurately. He reveals the hidden foundations
of false confidence. What must it have been like to have your insides
laid bare! Then, he aims right at it, to destroy it: “Then I shall tell them
to their faces: I have never known you; away from me, all evildoers!”
(Mt 7:22-23).

What a reversal! What a horror should I awake one day to
hear those words! It is a fate much worse than that which threatens the
crowds, and it is threatening them precisely because of their greater
closeness to the Messiah. What could be worse than to hear these
words at the judgement!

Let us return briefly to Aristotle. In his terms, we have actu-
ally been dealing with the relatively less horrible up to now.

“Let us see then what kinds of incident strike one as horri-
ble.” (On Poetics, c. 14). Aristotle concludes that when the deed is done
within the family—brother on brother, son on father, etc.,—that is the
height of horror. It is the intimacy that brings the act to the peak of
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Hebraic exaggeration”; his severity will be downplayed; his message
will remain unheard.

Jesus knows how shallow their faith in him really is. He
knows how, like the faith of the crowds, it is based on evidence, it is
not real faith. The evidence for Jesus’ authority on which their faith is
based is about to be removed. He knows they will be strongly tempted
to turn away from him, and be destroyed. What can he do? He can tell
them of what will soon be happening, and how all the evidence for his
authority is about to be removed. He can urge them to trust in his word
and the power of the Father from whom alone true faith comes. He can
warn them of the awful outcome of any turning away from him, and he
can stress that this danger is much nearer than they imagine.

A most powerful warning is given in yet another depiction of
the great judgement: “Anyone who disowns me in the presence of
human beings, will be disowned in the presence of God’s angels”
(Lk 12:9). Jesus will disown the one who disowns him. Again listen to
Luke:

If anyone is ashamed of me and my words, of him the Son of Man will be
ashamed when he comes in his own glory and in the glory of the Father and
the holy angels. (Lk 9:26)
If that happens, I will be ashamed of you. It is a side of him that they
must not see at the judgement. Now he warns them: it is indeed a part
of me.
What an image for the disciple! A Christ who is ashamed of
him! How did they feel as they heard it? They felt it was all rather
unreal, unlikely.
After the psalms had been sung they left for the Mount of Olives. And Jesus
said to them, “You will all fall away from me tonight.” (Mt 26:30-31)
Instead of a reaction filled with horror, it is rejected outright as unreal.
Peter leads the way: “I will never fall away.”

It is then that Jesus raises before Peter an even more stagger-
ing possibility: “You will disown me three times!” But the warning is
rejected. Peter’s self-image does not contain that possibility. His deny-
ing the Lord is seen as so unlikely as to be unreal and not worth
considering, not even worth preparing himself against. The exchange is
a cameo of the people’s reaction to Jesus’ words of warning, a vast
confidence that none of this refers to them. Peter insists, “I will lay
down my life for you” (John 14:37).

What unbreakable illusion! Jesus replies, “You will lay down
your life for me, will you?” It is an invitation into the real world
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