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Preface




This book attempts in a scholarly and nondogmatic way to say, This is what the historical Jesus was like, this is what he taught, and this is what his mission was about. It seeks, in short, to sketch a portrait of what Jesus was like as a figure of history before his death.

My purpose is twofold. First, I want to present a synthesis of modern Jesus scholarship that is accessible to the general reader, whether Christian or among the interested inquirers. At the same time, I wish to make a serious scholarly case for a particular image of the historical Jesus that is considerably at variance with the dominant scholarly image. This twofold purpose accounts for the books character. On the one hand, I presuppose no familiarity with the academic discipline of New Testament studies or with theological language. On the other hand, I seek to provide enough support for the positions taken so that they can be considered seriously by other scholars.

I have a third purpose as well. The two focal points of the book, Spirit and culture, enable us to see some of Jesus significance for our time. For us, whether in the church or not, his life is a vivid testimony to the reality of Spirit, a reality affirmed and known in virtually every society prior to the modern period. But this reality is poorly understood and often discounted in the modern world, not only in the academy but even in much of the church.

For the church and Christians in particular, among whom I number myself, knowledge of what the historical Jesus was like can be a potent source of renewal. Not only is he a witness to the reality of Spirit as an element of experience, but his passionate involvement in the culture of his own timehis social worldconnects two realities which Christians have frequently separated. Throughout the centuries as well as in our own time, Christians have tended to view culture as having little or no religious significance, or as largely negative in its significance. But it was not so for Jesus. He sought the transformation of his social world.

The Jesus who emerges in these pages is thus deeply spiritual and deeply political. He is spiritual in that his relationship to the Spirit of God was the central reality in his life, the source of all that he was; we cannot glimpse the historical Jesus unless we take with utmost seriousness his relationship to the world of Spirit. He is political in the same sense that the mainstream of his tradition was political: concerned about creating a community within history whose corporate life reflected faithfulness to God. What happens in history matters to the God of Jesus and his tradition.

This book is simultaneously polemical and apologetic. It is polemical in that it is critical of much that is central to modern culture; and apologetic in that it seeks to show how the gospel portraits of Jesus, historically seen, make sense. From his life and teaching flow a convincing and persuasive understanding of reality. The challenge which the historical Jesus presents is not the sacrifice of the intellect, but the sacrifice of something much deeper within us. Christianity has very little to do with believing forty-nine impossible things before breakfastas the late Bishop John Robinson puckishly described the impression that people commonly have of what it means to be a Christian; but it has everything to do with taking seriously what Jesus took seriously.

My study of the historical Jesus began over two decades ago in graduate school and has continued through fifteen years of teaching in both university and church settings. The present book builds on that study and interchange and is indebted to many people, some of whom I know only through books, others more personally. In particular, it builds on my book Conflict, Holiness and Politics in the Teaching of Jesus. Directed primarily to other scholars, it emphasized Jesus relationship to his social world, especially as renewal movement founder and prophet. The present volume broadens the focus of that book, even as it seeks to be accessible to a broader readership.

The reader needs no particular faith orientation to understand this book. I generally avoid language which depends on the Christian belief system for its meaning; when I do use the language of insiders, I explain what it means in terms not drawn from the Christian language and belief system.

Thus it addresses both the interested inquirer who may well be outside of the church, even as it also addresses the Christian who wants to reflect about what it means to follow Jesus. For the first reader, the book sketches a credible picture of the historical Jesus; for the second reader, it also sketches a picture of the life of discipleship.

I began my scholarly study of Jesus (and theology) as an unbelieving son of the church. Raised within the church, convinced that Christianity was exceedingly important, committed to studying and teaching iteven preaching it, respecting and loving itI did not yet understand (and therefore did not believe) its central claims. The study has continued through the glimmering of understanding and the birth of belief, still embryonic but growing. To some extent, the book reflects this journey. I have dared to presume that some of the difficulties I encountered have also been issues for my readers. The book incorporates both parts of my journey. What is stated in it makes sense to me both in the context of my unbelieving past and in the context of my believing present.

Finally, I wish to express my appreciation to the Stewart Foundation at Oregon State University for providing me with release time in which to write. I also wish to thank a number of individuals at Oregon State: Mrs. Pat Rogerson, secretary of Religious Studies, who helped to create that most valuable of commodities, time; Professor Nicholas Yonker, my chairman, who supported me in many ways; and Hans Michael Vermeersch, my student assistant. Students in courses at both Oregon State University and Carleton College helped shape the material. A visiting professorship at the University of Puget Sound unexpectedly provided some extra time for writing. Finally, I am grateful to my editor, Roy M. Carlisle of Harper & Row San Francisco, who saw potential in a preliminary outline; and to my wife, Marianne Wells Borg. In addition to being my best conversational partner about the ideas in this book, she provided me with constant encouragement and nourishment.
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1. Introduction

Clearing the Ground: Two Images of Jesus




The historical Jesus is of interest for many reasons. Not least of these is his towering cultural significance in the nearly two thousand years since his death. No other figure in the history of the West has ever been accorded such extraordinary status. Within a few decades of his death, stories were told about his miraculous birth. By the end of the first century, he was extolled with the most exalted titles known within the religious tradition out of which he came: Son of God, one with the Father, the Word become flesh, the bread of life, the light of the world, the one who would come again as cosmic judge and Lord. Within a few centuries he had become Lord of the empire which had crucified him.

For over a thousand years thereafter, he dominated the culture of the West: its religion and devotion, its art, music, and architecture, its intellectual thought and ethical norms, even its politics. Our calendar affirms his life as a dividing point in world history. On historical grounds alone, with no convictions of faith shaping the verdict, Jesus is the most important figure in Western (and perhaps human) history.1 Thus, simply as a matter of intellectual or historical curiosity, it is interesting to ask, What was this towering cultural figure like as a historical person before his death?

For Christians, the question is significant for an additional reason. Jesus is not simply a historical person, but the founder and central figure of their religion. Millions of Christians confess him each Sunday to be both Lord and Christ. Moreover, within the church, Christians talk about following Jesus, about the life of discipleship (which means to follow after Jesus), and about imitating Christ, as the apostle Paul and other Christian saints put it. Thus what Jesus was like as a historical figure would seem to be not only interesting but important, for what he was like provides the content of what following him means. Though Jesus is ultimately more than a model for the life of discipleship in the Christian tradition, he is not less. As we shall see, what he was like is a potent challenge and invitation to both our culture and the church.

Yet, despite the fact that Jesus is a household word, and despite his importance for the Christian life, what he was like as a historical figure before his death is not widely known, either in our culture or within the church itself. Instead, what he was like is seriously obscured by two dominant images of Jesus: the first dominates the popular imagination within both the church and culture, the second has dominated much of New Testament scholarship in this century. Each of these images provides its answers to the three central questions about the historical Jesus: his identity (who was he?), his message (what was central to his proclamation or teaching?), and his mission (what was his purpose, what did he himself hope to accomplish?). But the answers provided by the popular and dominant scholarly images hide rather than reveal what Jesus was like. In order to be able to see Jesus afresh, we need to become aware of the images that obscure our vision.

THE POPULAR IMAGE OF JESUS

The popular image is most familiar to Christian and non-Christian alike: the image of Jesus as a divine or semidivine figure, whose purpose was to die for the sins of the world, and whose life and death open up the possibility of eternal life. Its answers to the three questions of identity, purpose, and message are clear. As the divinely begotten Son of God, he was sent into the world for the purpose of dying on the cross as a means of reconciliation between God and humankind, and his message consisted primarily of inviting his hearers to believe that what he said about himself and his role in salvation was true.

The image is widespread, with degrees of sophistication and elaboration. Billboards and evangelists proclaim, Jesus died for your sins, suggesting that this was his purpose in a nutshell. Much of Christian preaching takes the popular image for granted. The celebration of the major Christian festivals in our culture reinforces the image. Christmas, with wise men and shepherds and angels, a manger and a star and a virgin, tells the story of his wondrous birth and thus calls attention to his divine identity; Easter focuses on his triumph over death.

The popular image has its roots deep in the past, indeed in the language of the New Testament itself. Among the gospels, its primary source is John, probably the most loved and familiar gospel. There Jesus speaks of his identity in the most exalted terms known in his culture, especially in the magnificent series of I am statements: I am the light of the world, I am the bread of life, I am the resurrection and the life, I am the way, the truth, and the life, Before Abraham was, I am.2* The self-proclamation of his own identity in the I am statements is buttressed by other passages in John: The Father is in me and I am in the Father, He who has seen me has seen the Father, I and the Father are one.3 In a single verse, the fourth gospel sums up Jesus identity, purpose, message, and the proper response to him: For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have everlasting life.4

The roots of the popular image also lie in the development of Christian theological thought and piety in the centuries following the composition of the New Testament. The creeds of the church express that development. The Apostles Creed proclaims that Jesus was Gods only son our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried; on the third day he rose again from the dead; he ascended into heaven from which he shall come to judge the living and the dead. In the Nicene Creed, Jesus is spoken of as the only begotten Son of God, begotten of his Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made [that is, not created], being of one substance with the Father. There, his purpose is described very simply, Who for us men and for our salvation came down from heavenand was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate.

Throughout the Middle Ages and into the modern period, this image of Jesus as divine savior and Lord dominated Western worship, thought, art, and devotion. Centuries of Christians have taken it for granted that this image depicts what he was like as a historical figure. No wonder this image is so deeply rooted in the Christian imagination, as well as in our culture generally. Christian and non-Christian alike share it; what separates them is not the image, but whether or not they believe the image to be true.

THE COLLAPSE OF THE POPULAR IMAGE IN BIBLICAL SCHOLARSHIP

The popular image, certainly, is widely accepted. Yet as an image of the historical Jesusof what Jesus was like as a figure of history before his deaththe popular image is not accurate. Indeed, it is seriously misleading. This statement, surprising though it is to many people (including many within the church), is a bedrock conclusion of mainstream New Testament scholarship.5*

The conclusion flows out of the meticulous study of the New Testament documents over the past two centuries, most of it done by Christian scholars. Of primary importance for the collapse of the popular image in scholarly circles is the sharp contrast between the portraits of Jesus in Johns gospel and the other three gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke), collectively known as the synoptic gospels (from the Greek root seen together) because of their many similarities. John differs sufficiently that his gospel must be seen separately.


According to John, as already noted, Jesus spoke often and openly about his exalted identity and purpose. However, the synoptics contain a very different picture. According to Mark, still judged to the earliest gospel by most scholars, Jesus never proclaimed his exalted identity; it did not constitute part of his public teaching or preaching. The silence of Jesus about his own identity is matched by a corresponding silence on the part of the other human actors in Marks narrative. Indeed, on only two occasions was there an exchange between Jesus and those he encountered regarding who he was. Both occasions were private, not public, and both were near the end of the ministry.6 Throughout, Marks gospel is dominated by the Messianic secret; though Mark clearly believed that Jesus was the Messiah, his messiahship was a secret during the ministry. In short, in Mark the proclamation of Jesus own identity and of the saving purpose of his death was not the message of Jesus. He did not proclaim himself.

When once this fundamental contrast between John and Mark was seen, a great historical either/or presented itself to scholars. Either the historical Jesus openly proclaimed his divine identity and saving purpose (John), or he did not (Mark). To put the issue most directly, Jesus could not consistently proclaim his identity and at the same time not do so. Thus the question became, Which image of Jesus is more likely to be like the historical Jesus, Johns or Marks? The nearly universal answer given by scholars was Mark.7 With that answer, the popular images basis as a historical image disappeared. The image of Jesus as one who taught that he was the Son of God who was to die for the sins of the world is not historically true.

The historical preference for Mark, with the implication that John is not very historical, is disturbing to some Christians. Indeed, it was to me when I first encountered it. Johns gospel and the image of Jesus which derives from it seemed to be the core of what I as a Christian was supposed to believe. The first Bible verse I learned was the famous John 3:16: For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son The notion that Jesus did not say that, and that he did not proclaim himself as a divine figure, was unsettling. Moreover, it seemed to invalidate Johns gospel, implying that John was a false account of the ministry of Jesus.

In one sense, that is true; for the most part, John cannot be used as a source of information about the historical Jesus. But rather than invalidating Johns gospel, that realization enables us to see more clearly what Johns gospel is. Instead of it being a picture of the historical Jesus, it is about the risen living Christ of Christian experience. Johns gospel comes out of the experience of the Christian community in the decades after Easter. In it, the historical traditions about Jesus are thoroughly transformed by the early Christians ongoing experience of the risen Christ. Johns gospel is the churchs memory transfigured.

In their own experience, these Christians knew the living Christ as the light of the world who brought them out of darkness, as the bread of life who nourished them with spiritual food, as the vine whose life coursed through them, and as the way and the truth which brought them to new life. And thus John portrayed Jesus as all of these: as light, bread, vine, the way and the truth, Gods Word become flesh. The remarkable affirmations about Jesus in Johns gospel are a powerful testimony to the reality and character of the living Christ. Rather than being the self-proclamation of Jesus, they flow out of the post-Easter experience of the early church, and their truthfulness is testified to by the experience of Christians ever since. Johns gospel is the spiritual gospel, as was recognized already by the Christian writer Clement of Alexandria near the end of the second century; it speaks of the significance of Christ in the spiritual life of Christians.8

What is true of Johns gospel is true of the popular image in general. Both are the product of projecting later Christian convictions, grounded in the experience of Christ through the centuries as a living divine reality, back into the period of the ministry itself. The risen living Christ does possess the qualities of divinity; he is very God of very God, one with the Father, and therefore everywhere-present, all-powerful, and all-knowing. But though these statements are true about the risen Christ, they are not true about the historical Jesus. Clearly, Jesus as a figure of history was not omnipresent, but was always in some particular placein Nazareth, on the road, in Jerusalem, or elsewhere. Similarly, even though remarkable powers flowed through him, as we shall see later, he was not omnipotent, as even the gospels recognize.9 Neither should we suppose that he was omniscient. As a first-century Jew who learned what he knew in the context of his own culture and experience, presumably he shared many of the beliefs of his contemporaries, including beliefs about the world which we now think of as erroneous. The risen Christ, seated at the right hand of God, does share all of the qualities of God. But the historical Jesus did not.

The projection of divine qualities back onto Jesus is very ancient. Not only can we see this to some extent in the New Testament itself, but it became especially prominent in what are known as the apocryphal gospels.10 There Jesus as an infant is already portrayed as having superhuman knowledge and power. From his crib, he points at the animals and makes them talk; on his journey into Egypt as a baby, he saves his parents from a dragon by killing it; as a five year old, he makes clay birds and then turns them into real birds. Clearly, what is happening here is that the experiential knowledge that the risen Christ is divine is unreflectively projected back onto the human Jesus.

The tendency continues in the modern world. Some years back, a well-known evangelist suggested that Jesus would have been the worlds greatest athlete, and speculated about how quickly he could have run the mile. Behind this somewhat strange suggestion is the notion that Jesus was a divine being with superhuman powers. But the portrait of Jesus as a divine superhero has nothing to do with historical reality. Indeed, to the extent that the popular image sees Jesus as a divine being who merely seemed to be human, the popular image is not only nonhistorical but also was declared to be heretical by the early church.11

In short, the image of the historical Jesus as a divine or semidivine being, who saw himself as the divine savior whose purpose was to die for the sins of the world, and whose message consisted of proclaiming that, is simply not historically true. Rather, it is the product of a blend produced by the early churcha blending of the churchs memory of Jesus with the churchs beliefs about the risen Christ. The former was seen through the window provided by the latter. They remembered Jesus with the eye of faith, that is, in the light of Easter and afterward.

The blend was both natural and legitimate. It is what happens when a religious community looks back on its founder in light of their ongoing experience of him; and it is legitimate in that it speaks of what Christ is in the Christian life. Moreover, the image has nurtured the lives of millions of Christians over the centuries. However, if what is wanted is a reasonably clear image of the historical Jesus, then one must use a historical method which seeks to separate out the churchs later beliefs from the traditions about Jesus found in early Christian documents. If one wants historical answers to the questions of Jesus identity, mission, and message, one must first set aside the answers given by the popular image.

All of this is old news to anybody who has attended seminary or divinity school in the mainstream churches. It is also familiar to most people who have taken a religion course in a nonsectarian college. Yet it is still news to many (and perhaps most) people in our culture and in the church. In part, this is simply because of the endurance which popular images possess. But it is also because mainstream biblical scholarship has not generated a persuasive alternative image of the historical Jesus. Instead, the image which has dominated New Testament scholarship throughout much of this century has made Jesus seem both strange and irrelevant.

THE DOMINANT SCHOLARLY IMAGE OF JESUS

The realization that the popular image is not historical led to the quest for the historical Jesus in biblical scholarship.12 If the historical Jesus did not proclaim himself as the Messiah and the Son of God, the divine savior who was to die for the sins of the worldif that was not his purpose and the content of his preachingwhat then was he like, and what was his mission and message? Though the quest in the twentieth century produced a wide diversity of answers to these questions, two traits emerged as dominant emphases in mainstream scholarship.

INCREASING HISTORICAL SKEPTICISM

First, there was an increasing historical skepticism about whether we can know the answers to these questions with any degree of probability. To some extent, this skepticism flowed out of the increasingly meticulous study of the origins of the gospels, especially form criticism and redaction criticism.

This centurys scholarship has made it clear that not only John but also the synoptic gospels reflect the experience and beliefs of the early church. Form criticism, emerging after World War I, studied the way the traditions about Jesus were shaped during the three or more decades that they circulated in oral form before being written down. Redaction criticism, developing largely after World War II, analyzed Matthew, Mark, and Luke as individual documents, as well as carefully comparing how each handled individual texts. Correctly treating the gospels as the products of particular authors writing for particular communities, redaction criticism focused attention upon the meaning intended by the gospel writers themselves, and not upon the history behind the gospel.

Together with form criticism, redaction criticism has made it even more clear that every story and word of Jesus has been shaped by the eyes and hands of the early church. By making us more aware of the ways the gospel writers and the early Christians before them during the oral period shaped their material in accord with their own needs and purposes, form and redaction critics have also made us more aware of the difficulties involved in using gospel texts as sources of information about the historical Jesus.

The historical skepticism ignited by the careful study of the texts has been fueled by the multiplicity of diverse portraits of Jesus constructed by scholars, ranging from a fairly traditional understanding of Jesus as the servant and Son of God to Jesus as a political revolutionary, or as one who expected the immediate end of the world, or as the center of a mushroom cult.13 These widely divergent portraits, all claiming to be based on the use of an objective historical method, have reinforced the notion that we really cannot know much about Jesus at all, and the corollary notion that it is possible to construct almost any portrait of Jesus one wishes. Prudent scholars thus tended to avoid the quest for the historical Jesus; indeed, the middle portion of this century is commonly described in the history of scholarship as the period of no quest.14 All that we can know directly, it was affirmed, is the Christ proclaimed in the preaching (or kerygma)15 of the early church. All attempts to go behind the kerygma involve one in highly subjective speculation. Obtaining knowledge of the historical Jesus thus was seen as both exceedingly difficult and theologically irrelevant.

THE IMAGE ITSELF: JESUS AS ESCHATOLOGICAL PROPHET

This strong mood of historical skepticism was accompanied (somewhat inconsistently) by a near consensus concerning what little can (and cannot) be known about Jesus. Despite the diversity of portraits, there was considerable unanimity within the scholarly mainstream. Its answers to the three questions of Jesus identity, message, and mission together comprise an image of Jesus which became almost taken for granted in much of scholarship over the past sixty years.

Regarding Jesus own sense of identity, the growing historical skepticism produced a consensus. Whether Jesus thought of himself as having any special exalted identityas Messiah or the Son of Godwe cannot know because of the very nature of the documents. When we do find such statements in the gospels (and they are few in our earliest sources), the careful historian (even if he or she is also a Christian) must suspect them as the post-Easter perspective of Jesus followers projected back into the ministry. They may well be theologically truethat is, statements which appropriately describe what Jesus had become in the life of the post-Easter churchbut they may not be taken as historically accurate statements of what was said during the ministry itself. So also with the statements (again, relatively few in our earliest sources) speaking of dying for the sins of the world as Jesus purpose or intention. Thus the image of the historical Jesus as the divine savior who knew himself to be such, and whose mission was to complete that purpose, disappears. How Jesus thought of himself and his purpose must be inferred from his message, not from statements which speak directly of who he was.

According to the consensus, from such an examination of Jesus message and mission we may surmise that he was an eschatological prophet or perhaps even the eschatological prophet. The phrase needs some unpacking. Eschatology is that branch of theology which concerns the end timethe end of the world, last judgment, and the dawning of the everlasting kingdom. An eschatological prophet is one who announces the end. There is some evidence that some in the Jewish tradition near the time of Jesus anticipated such a prophet, one like unto Moses or perhaps even greater than Moses, who would appear immediately before the end of time. To say that Jesus was the eschatological prophet is to say that he saw himself as the prophet of the end who proclaimed the end of the world in his own time and the urgency of repentance before it was too late. That was the core of his message and mission.

The consensus image of Jesus as eschatological prophet was grounded in the claim that the Kingdom of God was at the center of Jesus own message. So Mark describes Jesus mission in his advance summary at the beginning of his gospel: The Kingdom of God is at hand, therefore repent!16 However, the consensus image also depends upon a particular interpretation of the phrase Kingdom of God, namely that Kingdom of God is to be understood eschatologically as referring to the final Kingdom which would bring an end to earthly history as we know it, the end of the world.

This eschatological understanding of Jesus and of the Kingdom of God had its origin primarily in the work of Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965) at the beginning of this century.17 He is most familiar to us as a world-famed medical missionary, Nobel prize recipient, and a modern saint. But as a young man Schweitzer, prior to going to Africa, wrote two brilliant books that decisively shaped Jesus studies for the rest of the century.18 Calling attention to the element of crisis running throughout the gospels and the statements about the coming of the Kingdom of God and the Son of man who would bring all earthly history to a close, Schweitzer argued that Jesus expected these events in the immediate future and saw his death as playing a decisive role in bringing about the end. Jesus was mistaken; the end did not come, and he died perhaps realizing his mistake.19

Though Schweitzers work initially created a sensation and still strikes many as outlandish when they first hear of it, his basic image of Jesus as eschatological prophet gradually became the consensus understanding among scholars. Stripped of some of its details, it became the dominant image in German New Testament scholarship and, through the influential role played by German scholarship, in much of North American scholarship.20 To be sure, scholars also recognized that Jesus spoke of the Kingdom as present and not only future, but the future imminent Kingdom continued to be emphasized. The image of Jesus as one who proclaimed the end of the world and the urgency of repentance remained.

Especially indicative of the consensus is the treatment of Jesus by the Roman Catholic theologian Hans Kng. At the heart of his best-selling book On Being a Christian is a very lengthy section on the historical Jesusabout half of the books six hundred pages.21 Illustrative of the consensus precisely because he is not a New Testament scholar but a systematic theologian, Kngs treatment is based upon his perception of the consensus of New Testament scholarship.22 Running throughout his account, thick with incisive insights and powerful phrases which catch some of the passion of the gospels themselves, is the picture of Jesus as one who expected the end of the world in his generation.

Though the scholarly image of Jesus as eschatological prophet is known only in relatively narrow circles, it has had its effect upon the life of the church, primarily through the education provided to clergy. In addition to learning that the popular image is not historical, students in the seminaries of mainstream churches over the past several decades have basically learned two things about Jesus: one, we cannot know much about him; and two, what we can know is a bit shocking and largely irrelevant to the life of the church. The image of Jesus as mistakenly expecting the end of the world in his own time and calling people to repent because the end was near does not lend itself well to Christian preaching and teaching. Never have I heard a preacher say in a sermon, The text tells us that Jesus expected the end of the world in his time; he was wrong, but lets see what we can make of the text anyway.

As a consequence, among mainstream clergy there is often a strange silence about what Jesus was like as a historical figure. Christian preaching about Jesus is left to those who still think of the popular image as historical and who can therefore proclaim that image with confidence. When mainstream clergy do preach about Jesus, understandably they tend to emphasize the kerygma, the message of the early church about Jesus, and not Jesus himself. No wonder the popular image has remained so dominant, for Christians are typically not exposed to a persuasive and compelling alternative image.23 What is known is an unhistorical image, believed by some, disbelieved by others.

Thus the two dominant currents of twentieth-century scholarship on Jesushistorical skepticism and eschatological emphasishave made the historical Jesus seem irrelevant. There is a widespread impression that what the historical Jesus was like is not only difficult to know but also of no theological consequencethat is, of no significance for us today, whether we are in the church or outside it. Schweitzer said so explicitly, and much of subsequent New Testament scholarship has essentially agreed: the historical Jesus is irrelevant.24

There is some truth to this position. Knowledge of the historical Jesus is not essential. Being a Christian does not require having accurate historical information. Generations of Christians, taking the gospel portraits at face value as historical accounts, have had incorrect historical beliefs about Jesus without harm to their faith or piety. Christianity does not consist primarily of having correct beliefs about the historical Jesus, but consists of having a relationship with the living Christ.


Yet what the historical Jesus was like is not irrelevant to the Christian faith, even if historical knowledge about him is not essential, a sine qua non. There is a long tradition in the church that the lives of the saints are edifying, that is, instructive and informative for the Christian life. At the very least, the historical Jesus should be significant for this reason. Surely what he was like as a historical figure is as interesting as the lives of St. Francis, or Gandhi, or Dietrich Bonhoeffer. In what ways Jesus is relevant is to a large extent the purpose of the rest of this book and the alternative image of Jesus which it describes.

TOWARD A THIRD IMAGE

Several developments in New Testament studies in recent years pave the way for a new historical image of Jesus. First, there are signs of major cracks in the scholarly image of Jesus as eschatological prophet. Significantly, the consensus regarding Jesus expectation of the end of the world has disappeared. The majority of scholars no longer thinks that Jesus expected the end of the world in his generation.25

The erosion of the consensus has been due to several factors, including especially an emerging conviction that the coming Son of man sayings (which are the central foundation stones for saying that Jesus expected the immiment end of the world) are not authentic, that is, that they do not go back to Jesus but are the product of the early church.26 Moreover, if Jesus did not expect the imminent end of the world, then it follows that Kingdom of God must be given a meaning other than its eschatological one. The collapse of the consensus makes it possible to ask, If Jesus was not an eschatological prophet whose mission and message were to proclaim the nearness of the end and issue the call to repentance, what then was he like and what was his purpose and proclamation?

Second, there has been a renaissance of historical Jesus scholarship in the past decade. The period of no quest which dominated the middle portion of this century has given way to a new interest.27 Fueled in part by a fresh emphasis on incorporating insights and models from the study of social and religious behavior provided by many disciplines (especially the social sciences, anthropology, and history of religions), the present quest seeks to broaden the somewhat narrow focus on literary and historical method that has marked traditional scholarship. As one scholar put it, The interdisciplinary quest for the historical Jesus has just begun.28

Third and finally, there are signs that the extreme historical skepticism that has marked most Jesus study in this century is abating. Though it is true that the gospels are not straightforward historical documents, and though it is true that every saying and story of Jesus has been shaped by the early church, we can in fact know as much about Jesus as we can about any figure in the ancient world.29 Though we cannot ever be certain that we have direct and exact quotation from Jesus, we can be relatively sure of the kinds of things he said, and of the main themes and thrust of his teaching. We can also be relatively sure of the kinds of things he did: healings, association with outcasts, the deliberate calling of twelve disciples, a mission directed to Israel, a final purposeful journey to Jerusalem.

Moreover, as we shall see, we can be relatively certain of the kind of person he was: a charismatic who was a healer, sage, prophet, and revitalization movement founder. By incorporating all of this, and not preoccupying ourselves with the question of whether Jesus said exactly the particular words attributed to him, we can sketch a fairly full and historically defensible portrait of Jesus.30

The portrait sketched in this book is organized around two primary categories: Part One treats Jesus relationship to Spirit; Part Two treats his relationship to culture. The choice of Spirit and culture as the two organizing principles is not arbitrary, for they were the two central realities in the life of Jesus. He had an intensely vivid relationship to the world of Spirit, to that other reality sometimes spoken of as the sacred, or the holy, or the other world, or simply as God. That relationship was the source of his power and teaching, his freedom, courage, and compassion, and of his urgent mission to the culture of his day. For Jesus, culture was basically the historical life of his own people, the social world of first-century Palestine. With that social world he was deeply involved, not only living in it and to some extent shaped by it, but also intensely concerned with its shape and direction. He radically criticized it, warned it of the historical consequences of its present path, and sought its transformation in accord with an alternative vision. A person of Spirit, he sought the transformation of his own social world.

In addition to Spirit and culture, there are four other organizing categories. These four are what might be called religious personality types, and are known cross-culturally as well as within the history of Israel. Though the terminology varies from culture to culture, they are the charismatic healer, sage, prophet, and renewal or revitalization movement founder. The term charismatic has a diversity of meanings, some of which can be misleading. Most basically, it means a person who is in touch with the power of the Spirit and who becomes a channel for the power of the Spirit to enter the world of ordinary experience.31 Sages, known in all traditional cultures, are teachers; they are the wise who teach a way of life. Prophets know the mind or will of the other world and announce that to their people. Finally, a revitalization movement founder stands within a tradition and either calls it to return to some earlier form or to a radicalized form. Jesus, we shall see, was all of these.

By looking at the traditions about Jesus in the illumination provided by these categories, we will not only be able to see him with considerable clarity as a historical figure, but we will also be able to see his extraordinary relevance for both contemporary culture and the church. He provides us with a way of seeing reality that is very different from and yet more comprehensive than the modern vision, and a model of being human at sharp variance from the modern model.

Thus Jesus has an intellectual as well as spiritual relevance. Indeed, he challenges much of what we take for granted. For Christians who seek to mold their lives of discipleship around what it means to follow Jesus, what Jesus was like should be of more than passing interest. To follow Jesus means in some sense to be like him, to take seriously what he took seriously. Though this is primarily a historical study, it is done with the recognition that the figure of Jesus has been significant to generations of Christians, and with the conviction that he is of continuing and indeed crucial importance to the life of both church and culture. With this conviction in mind, this book seeks to recover the vision of Jesus, a vision which can provide us with an alternative vision of life.


NOTES



* All biblical references are from the Revised Standard Version. See notes at the end of each chapter for citations.


* Editors note: Notes indicated by a number in boldface type (e.g. 12) contain further discussion; Those notes set in regular roman type (e.g. 12) are bibliographic citations.


1. For a masterful survey of Jesus role in culture, see Jaroslav Pelikan, Jesus Through the Centuries (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985; paperback edition published by Harper & Row, 1987). 2. John 9:5, 6:35, 11:25, 14:6, 8:58. 3. John 10:38, 14:9, 10:30. 4. John 3:16. 5. Mainstream biblical scholarship is the approach to Scripture taught in the seminaries of the mainstream churches. It is the product of using a historical method on the books of the New Testament, treating them as human documents rather than as divine documents guaranteed to be infallible by God. Beginning in the seventeenth century and accelerating through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it is now the approach to Scripture taught in the theological schools of the majority of Christian churches (including, for example, Roman Catholics, Presbyterians, Methodists, United Church of Christ, Disciples of Christ, Episcopalians, the majority of Lutherans, and some Baptists). 6. The two occasions are reported in Mark 8:27-30 and 14:53-65. In the first instance, shortly before Jesus and his disciples began the final journey to Jerusalem, and in a setting where his disciples were alone with him, Peter said, Thou art the Christ (Mark 8:29; Christ is the Greek word for the Hebrew Messiah, which means roughly the anointed one of God). This, the first time that any follower of Jesus in Mark called him by an exalted title, contrasts sharply with John 1:29-51, where already in Johns opening chapter both John the Baptist and several of Jesus disciples applied the grandest titles to Jesus: Lamb of God, Son of God, Messiah (Christ), King of Israel. Strikingly, Jesus responded to Peters affirmation by ordering the disciples to say nothing about it to anyone (8:30), a restriction that was to last until after Easter (see Mark 9:9). Thus in Mark, neither Jesus nor his disciples proclaimed Jesus identity during the ministry.   The second occasion in Mark was at the secret hearing before the high priest the night before Jesus was executed; in response to the high
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