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In this paper, I’m going to demonstrate how Jesus research has repeatedly 
framed Jesus’s itinerancy in ways that, not only fail to give an adequate 
historical explanation, but that, often, as a consequence, end up 
accentuating Jesus’s individual agency and exceptionalism. Although 
scholars situate Jesus within a complex socioeconomic and religio-
cultural environment, he often appears equally entrepreneurial, 
possessing the curious ability to transcend social and economic forces 
normally affecting other peasant artisans. For example, he voluntarily and 
arbitrarily “chooses” to become itinerant, jobless, marginal, and so on, 
and this dimension of his social existence, and its relation to social 
upheaval within first-century Palestine, remains arguably under-
theorized. I will suggest this omission or contradiction fits quite 
comfortably alongside capitalist, and especially neoliberal, ideology. 
Indeed, the neoliberal lives of Jesus—by which I mean, historical Jesus 
research produced, marketed (or mass-marketed), and consumed over the 
past forty years or so—has at times championed Jesus’s itinerancy as a 
fixture of his supposedly “counter-cultural” and “subversive” 
predisposition, without adequately exploring the ways in which 
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subversion, and indeed itinerancy, are precipitated by and contained 
within broader social and economic structures. 

First, some definitions. By Jesus’s itinerancy I simply mean his 
travelling from one place to the next, which is generally recognized as an 
integral modus operandi of his ministry. Second, by neoliberalism I mean 
the dominant ideology best understood not as economic policy, but as a 
governing rationality that disseminates market values and metrics to 
every sphere of life, formulating everything, everywhere—and especially 
human subjects—in terms of capital investment and appreciation. 
Neoliberalism is intensely focused on the individual, specifying 
entrepreneurial conduct everywhere, and constraining the individual to 
act in a capital-enhancing fashion. 

My arguments here build upon those laid out in my book The 
Homeless Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew, which was published in 2014.1 
However, that study was limited, as the title indicates, to Gospel 
interpretation. Although there are certainly implications for historical 
Jesus research, it was not something I was overly concerned with. In this 
paper I want to extend and nuance my arguments accordingly.  

In that earlier work I suggested that modern biblical scholarship, 
especially Gospel commentary produced within the neoliberal era, had 
romanticised Jesus’s itinerancy by divorcing it from broader social, 
economic, and political forces, despite these same external forces being 
raised as a secondary feature of analysis, such as, for example, by drawing 
on Empire Studies, social-scientific criticism, peasant studies, and so on. 

1 Robert J. Myles, The Homeless Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew, Social World 
of Biblical Antiquity, 2/10 (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2014). 
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So, for example, Warren Carter in his 2001 commentary Matthew 
and the Margins could simultaneously bring awareness to Roman 
imperial structures implicating Matthew’s Antiochean community, but 
equally could speak of Jesus’s so-called voluntary marginality.2 This 
peculiar phrase (“voluntary marginality”)—which is scattered throughout 
social-scientific biblical criticism from the 1990s onwards—has the 
rhetorical effect of heightening Jesus’s decision-making ability. In 
contrast to most forms of marginalization, Jesus could voluntarily 
“choose” his individual experiences of economic and social disadvantage, 
in ways that do not exactly sit comfortably alongside modern theories of 
marginalization which tend to stress the influence of social processes 
rather than an individual’s agency.  

It often seems that the wider social upheavals in Palestine in the 
lead-up to the Jewish-Roman war of 66-73CE, and just the general 
economic antagonisms and imbalances within an agrarian society, 
impinged on the daily life of everyone in and around Galilee and Judea, 
with the notable exception of Jesus, who was able to transcend economic 
forces normally affecting artisan-peasants, and simply chose to identify 
with those who had been genuinely affected. 

Among my research I also found some rather ridiculous 
explanations for Jesus’s itinerancy that could have easily been written by 
Ronald Reagan or Margaret Thatcher. Writing at the highpoint of 
Thatcherism in the mid-1980s, for example, the British scholar R.T. 
France wrote in his commentary on Matthew 8:20 (that’s where Jesus 
says “foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests; but the Son of Man 
has nowhere to lay his head”) that: 

2 Warren Carter, Matthew and the Margins: A Sociopolitical and Religious 
Reading (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2000). 
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[Jesus’] chosen way of life is one of homelessness and insecurity 
… and his disciples were called to share his style of life [lifestyle]. 
This was a matter of choice, not of necessity, as Jesus’ family was 
probably a comfortable, in not affluent, ‘middle-class’ one.3 

Now, of course, the whole conception of a “middle-class” is anachronistic 
relative to Roman Palestine, but note here the reverberations of neoliberal 
discourses espousing homelessness and insecurity as a “chosen lifestyle”, 
an experience reduced to the result of individual decision-making in ways 
that amplify appeals to personal responsibility.  

Turning to historical Jesus research, similar reverberations abound. 
The portrayal of Jesus’ itinerancy by several prominent scholars during 
the 1990s grafts rather effortlessly onto modern, Western, individualistic 
and capitalist understandings of agency. Such interpretive moves are not 
only anachronistic but reify the dominant ideologies of our own age. Near 
the beginning of the first volume of A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the 
Historical Jesus, John Meier, for instance, writes that:  

To a certain degree, Jesus first marginalized himself. At the age of 
roughly thirty, Jesus was an ordinary carpenter in an ordinary hill 
town of lower Galilee, enjoying at least the minimum of economic 
necessities and social respectability required for a decent life. For 
whatever reason, he abandoned his livelihood and hometown, 

3 R.T. France, The Gospel according to Matthew: An Introduction and 
Commentary (Leicester: InterVarsity, 1985), 160. 
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became “jobless” and itinerant in order to undertake a prophetic 
ministry.4 

It’s worth highlighting that Meier’s phrase “for whatever reason…” 
implies the actual reasons that generated Jesus’s abandonment of work, 
hometown, and supposed “decent life” are not as important as the fact 
that he himself chose to pursue it.  

Elsewhere, Meier suggests that “[r]elying basically on the goodwill, 
support, and economic contributions of his followers, Jesus intentionally 
became marginal in the eyes of ordinary working Jews in Palestine”.5 
This romantic characterization of Jesus’s supposedly intentional actions, 
however, is premature and overstated. It reflects an implicit 
hermeneutical framework rooted in capitalist assumptions about the 
individual as an autonomous agent divorced from broader social, 
political, and economic forces. 

So too, the introductory pages of John Dominic Crossan’s The 
Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant depicts a 
Jesus who becomes a beggar—Crossan’s Jesus identifies with the poor 
rather than being properly poor himself. In keeping with the basic tenets 
of neoliberal rationality, Jesus’s itinerancy, for Crossan, is repeatedly 
framed as a lifestyle choice rather than a consequence of, or retreat from, 
an inhospitable situation. He was not poor or destitute due to broader 
societal and economic circumstances. Rather, inspired by God, he 
morally chooses to identify with the destitute and downtrodden. So Jesus 
is in some sense regarded as separate from but also economically superior 
to those among him and to whom he ministers. 

4 John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, vol. 1 (New 
York: Doubleday, 1991), 8. 
5 Meier, 1:8. 
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Let me substantiate: Crossan’s description of Jesus’s appearance is 
that he “looks like a beggar, yet his eyes lack the proper cringe, his voice 
the proper whine, his walk the proper shuffle”.6 He also paraphrases 
Jesus’s instructions to his disciples in Mark 6:8: “Dress as I do, like a 
beggar, but do not beg”.7 So for Crossan, Jesus is like a beggar, but not 
quite a beggar. While the kingdom Jesus proclaims is for the poor and 
destitute, Jesus only identifies with the poor. In spite of the extensive 
work Crossan devotes to examining the social upheaval of first-century 
Palestine, of primary concern is the symbolic meaning of Jesus’s 
“lifestyle choice” of itinerancy and its consequences. Jesus’ class position 
is reduced to a noble decision to identify with those who have been 
genuinely displaced and reduced to destitution. But it does not occur that 
Jesus’ “beggar-like-appearance”, and indeed his itinerancy, might itself 
be the by-product of these same wider hostile social and economic forces. 

Now, Crossan’s framing of Jesus’s itinerancy as a lifestyle choice 
in part stems from a desire to situate him against the background of 
Greco-Roman Cynics.8 This is where that whole question of Jesus and 
itinerancy takes another interesting turn. Because while the cynic-Jesus 
hypothesis failed to gain widespread traction within the discipline, it is 
worth pausing for a moment to see how this hypothesis was at least 
appealing to some for precisely the same reasons I have already 
identified. The Cynics implemented a “subversive” view of society, 
advocating an “individual lifestyle” that consisted of “choosing” to be 
poor and insignificant. Being a Greco-Roman cynic meant opting for a 
stance of deliberate social marginality. Crossan himself repeatedly 

6 John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean 
Jewish Peasant (San Francisco: Harper, 1991), xi. 
7 Crossan, xii. 
8 See further: F. Gerald Downing, Christ and the Cynics: Jesus and Other 
Radical Preachers in First-Century Tradition (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1988). 
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describes cynicism as a “way of life”: their uniform “was a cloak, a wallet, 
a staff. Typically, their life included barefooted itinerancy” and so on. He 
also suggests that being a Cynic involved “a way of looking and dressing, 
of eating, living, and relating that announced its contempt for honor and 
shame, for patronage and clientage”.9  So itinerancy once again becomes 
the kind of performative gesture—much like the modern hipster, usually 
from a privileged socioeconomic background, co-opting poverty culture 
to bolster a sub-cultural identification towards society.  

Now these examples are only the tip of the iceberg. But in the final 
part of my paper I want to move in a slightly different direction and 
suggest this issue of romanticizing Jesus’s itinerancy actually stems from 
an uncritical reading of our primary sources, the Gospels. 

An argument I have developed that was perhaps only implicit in my 
earlier work, but needs to taken more seriously in the context of historical 
Jesus research, is the Gospels’ own theological reasons for presenting 
Jesus as someone in control of his own situation, as someone who is 
elevated above the ordinary workings and structures of the world. This 
may also apply to the presentation of itinerancy, which as Matthew 8:20 
and other traditions indicate, was understood by early Christian groups 
within the broader context of sacrifice—as part of the cost associated with 
following Jesus. 

It turns out the Gospels have a theological reason for obscuring 
some of the social and economic dynamics that may have pre-empted 
Jesus’s flight to the margins. Several scholars have argued that honour 
and shame were pivotal values in the ancient Mediterranean, including 

9 Crossan, The Historical Jesus, 421. 
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Jewish Palestine.10 As proclamations, the Gospels exhibit an interest in 
demonstrating that, because Jesus is so great—the apex of patriarchal 
masculinity in fact—he allows everything to happen to him, including 
especially the “bad stuff” that might otherwise undermine claims to his 
unique greatness. The most obvious example of this is Jesus having 
suffered a humiliating death on a Roman cross. By theologizing Jesus’s 
death as a sacrifice, it becomes sublimated, that is, re-interpreted as a 
deliberate choice. In writing on John’s construction of Jesus’s 
masculinity, for instance, Colleen Conway remarks that Jesus has control 
of his life, and speaks confidently of his death, effectively “allowing” it 
to take place.11 Within the broader logic of antiquity, a sacrifice must 
generally be a willing one. Robin Lane Fox observes that the ancient 
Greeks, as part of their sacrificial ritual, would first sprinkle the 
nominated animal with water, causing it to shiver. This motion was taken 
as a gesture of its consent to its own slaughter.12 For the ancient Romans, 
likewise, the more voluntary the more effective the sacrifice.13  

The Gospels’ sublimation of Jesus’s death also influenced their 
portrayal of his life. Poverty and itinerancy were interpreted by the early 
Jesus movement within the context of sacrifice—an integral component 
of Jesus’s mission to “save his people from their sins” (Matt 1:21). By the 
late first century, the itinerancy and “life of poverty” being lived out by 
some members of the community was becoming formalized (e.g., Matt 

10 For an overview, see: Richard L. Rohrbaugh, ‘Honor: Core Value in the 
Biblical World’, in Understanding the Social World of the New Testament, ed. 
Dietmar Neufeld and Richard E. DeMaris (London: Routledge, 2010), 109–25. 
11 Colleen M. Conway, Behold the Man: Jesus and Greco-Roman Masculinity 
(Oxford: OUP, 2008), 149. 
12 Robin Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians (Harmondsworth: Viking, 1986), 70. 
13 Carlin Barton, ‘Honor and Sacredness in the Roman and Christian Worlds’, in 
Sacrificing the Self: Perspectives on Martyrdom and Religion, ed. Margaret 
Cormack (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 30; cf. Terry Eagleton, 
Radical Sacrifice (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018), 51. 
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10:5–15) and, in some cases, being abused (Did. 11). Somewhat later on, 
monasticism and the ascetic and solitary ideal arguably exerted a 
powerful influence on the way Jesus was collectively remembered and 
understood.  

The extent to which the historical Jesus’s itinerancy and poverty 
was generated by wider social and economic forces is therefore somewhat 
clouded by our extant sources. In any case, peasants—not just farmers but 
also artisans, fishers, and other village-based folk—generally do not take 
such drastic actions like abandoning their livelihoods unless conditions 
have become such that they can no longer pursue traditional patterns of 
life. Why, then, assume Jesus’ itinerancy was an exception? 

To conclude, the overemphasis on Jesus’s itinerancy as a “chosen 
lifestyle” has become a blind spot for biblical interpretation which is, after 
all, currently engulfed within the totalizing context of capitalism. The 
freedom to choose is itself the bedrock of neoliberal market 
individualism. So interpreters considering the itinerancy of Jesus would 
do well to make the connection between his movements and wider social 
and economic forces more explicit, and to avoid loaded and misleading 
language like “lifestyle choice”, ‘voluntarily marginal”—and while I’m 
at it “middle-class” and “subversive”—(avoid these terms!) when 
speaking of Jesus and his early followers. 
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