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For more than fifteen hundred years, no-one questioned the truth about Jesus 

after all, for Christians Jesus simply was, is and always will be the truth. The 

Enlightenment was a revolutionary period in which the quest for the Historical 

Jesus began. The intention of this essay is first to offer a critical assessment of 

some specific elements of the three phases of the Quest. It will then consider 

my preferred approach to rediscovering the real Jesus and attempt to describe 

the picture of Jesus that might emerge from this method. 

 

Raymond E. Brown, in attempting to reach an understanding of how the 

Gospels were produced, suggests that it is useful to consider three pictures of 

Jesus: „the actual Jesus, the historical Jesus and the Gospel Jesus‟.
1
  

 

Discovering „the actual Jesus‟ would involve researching available documents 

and collecting all the biographical details about him; his date and place of birth, 

his parents, family, education, hobbies and interests, profession or trade. It 

would include his personality, his preferences in food and drink, medical 

history, friends and a personal description. Jesus left no diaries so the main 
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sources of knowledge about Jesus are the synoptic Gospel texts, the Gospel 

according to Saint John and the epistles of Saint Paul, none of which could be 

described as biographical in nature due to their acknowledged selectivity and 

lack of detail of the life of Jesus.
2
 Furthermore, they were written some thirty 

years after his execution by men who believed that he was God. 

 

A search for the historical Jesus requires the scholar to read „beneath the 

Gospels‟ and to remove anything that may have been developed in the 

intervening years between His death and the recording of the Gospels to 

produce a reconstructed Jesus.
3
  

 

The final portrait suggested by Brown is the „Gospel Jesus‟ as painted by the 

evangelist but the challenge here is that each writer composed his version of the 

Gospel in order to increase the faith of a particular audience and bring them 

closer to God. In so doing, the evangelists were necessarily selective in their 

use of material and therefore none provides a complete picture of Jesus.
4
 

 

Returning in more detail to the Historical Jesus, Brown asserts that as early as 

1690, R. Simon, a Catholic priest first applied historical methods to study the 

bible, followed by the German Protestant scholar Johann David Michaelis in 
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1750.
5
 However, it is generally perceived that the father of modern quest was 

Hermann Samuel Reimarus, a German philosopher and writer of the 

Enlightenment period, whose works were published posthumously as 

„fragments‟ between 1774 and 1778. He expressed the core teachings of Jesus 

to be repentance and the Kingdom of God. The latter was to be understood in 

the context of the time of Jesus and who did not contradict the belief of the 

Jews that such a Kingdom would be temporal.
6
 Reimarus claimed that it was 

only post-crucifixion that the disciples began to use the term „Saviour‟ and that 

they invented the story of the resurrection to keep themselves in positions of 

power and privilege.
7
 He supports the assertion about the resurrection 

conspiracy with evidence that the disciples tried to preserve the body of Jesus 

for three days in the tomb
8
 which either contradicts their belief in the 

resurrection or suggests that they had forgotten one of the most important tenets 

of Jesus‟ ministry and teaching. Reimarus called into question the assumption 

of the last eighteen centuries that the Gospels were an accurate report of the 

words and actions of Jesus
9
 and since he left nothing in writing himself

10
 

scholars are left with fragments of historical data about the human Jesus and 

nothing of the divinity of Christ. 
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To counter the conspiracy theory surrounding the resurrection I suggest that 

further examination is required of the disciples‟ experience of certain events 

from Jesus‟ public life. Jesus prophesised the resurrection saying to Peter, „The 

Son of man is destined to suffer grievously, to be rejected by the elders and 

chief priests and scribes  and to be put to death, and to be raised up on the third 

day.‟ (Luke 9:22). The disciples had witnessed miracles, including the raising 

of Lazarus from the dead four days after he had been placed into the tomb (John 

11: 1-44) and in particular verse 25 where Jesus affirms, „I am the 

resurrection”. So it could be argued that the disciples attempted to preserve the 

body Jesus using herbs and spices to prevent it decaying before he returned to 

life. After the experience with Lazarus, this could be considered a perfectly 

reasonable human response. Furthermore, the vivid miracles of Lazarus, 

coupled with the Centurion‟s favourite servant and Jesus‟ own predictions 

about the resurrection are events that are unlikely to be easily forgotten. 

 

In the early nineteenth century, the German theologian David Friedrich Strauss 

built on the foundations fashioned by Reimarus and claimed that „what we find 

in the Gospels is neither history nor deception but „myth‟ and needed to be 

interpreted accordingly‟.
11

 For Strauss, the term „myth‟ was defined in two 

ways. The first depicts events that did not actually occur and the second asserts 

that the Gospels actually represented the beliefs of the early Christians rather 

than the real word of Jesus Christ. The latter was reflected in the writings of the 
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evangelists who effectively added fictitious events to promulgate their beliefs 

amongst the faithful. 

 

The assertions of Reimarus and Strauss, together with a host of others covering 

a period of one hundred years were drawn together by Albert Schweitzer.
12

 

These together with the potential counter arguments such as the one proposed 

above concerning the resurrection may lead one to conclude that the Quest itself 

is impossible, a contention identified by the German theologian Martin Kähler 

in a counter-movement that started at the beginning of the twentieth century. 

 

Kähler regarded „the entire Life-of-Jesus movement as a blind alley‟
13

 with the 

researchers using their imagination to complete the missing sections of the 

picture they were attempting to compose for their own agendas. He was perhaps 

the first to distinguish between the „Christ of faith‟ and the Jesus of history.
14

 

Kähler asserts that for the believer, the Gospels were generally reliable and the 

analytical approach of the historian was irrelevant. Faith could not rely on the 

historical Jesus since very little is known about the personality of Jesus the 

man. However, St Paul‟s letter to the Corinthians provides all the knowledge 

that is required and the precise details of the life and death of Jesus are 
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surplus.
15

 Kähler maintained that the „real Christ‟ could be discovered in St 

Paul‟s letter to the Romans, a position which Karl Barth supported.   

 

Barth, a Swiss born theologian devoted little time to the historical quest which 

is unsurprising given his description of the Bible as „a witness to divine 

revelation‟ believing it to be the „Word of God‟. He asserted that it was more 

important to establish what was being revealed by God than establish the 

historical authenticity of the biblical text.
16

 Barth concluded that there was a 

gulf between the historical Jesus and faith and argued that the quest was 

therefore ineffective. 

 

Rudolph Bultmann moved in the same direction as Barth and developed form 

criticism which involved deconstructing the biblical texts with the intention of 

re-discovering the original theological proclamation or kerygma of the early 

church. He used this method to classify what was said about Jesus and to judge 

its historical authenticity. In so doing „he attributed the highest percentage of 

the Jesus tradition to the creativity of the early Christians‟ and, like Barth, he 

also concluded that the historical quest for Jesus was virtually impossible. One 

major criticism of Bultmann was his theological principle that „one should not 

seek a historical basis for Jesus‟.
17

 Like those from the early quest, Bultmann 
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too had his own agenda which influenced his thinking and prized open the gap 

between history and faith. 

 

The original search for the historical Jesus ended with two diametrically 

opposing views and a huge gulf between the two. The believer could hardly 

accept the portrayal of the human Jesus separated from the divinity of Christ. 

This established the new or second quest which was ostensibly a reaction to 

Bultmann, promulgated mainly by his own pupils.  In 1953 in his lecture, „The 

Problem of the Historical Jesus‟, Ernest Käsemann described the danger of the 

gap opened by Bultmann: „If there is no traceable connection between the 

glorified Lord of the Gospels and the historical Jesus, Christianity becomes a 

myth‟.
18

 Whilst some claimed that the quest was irrelevant Käsemann argued 

that it was still possible to deduce material about the historical Jesus and that 

the Gospel texts make it possible to „recall‟ him.
19

 

 

Another scholar, Norman Perrin agrees with Käsemann that it is still possible to 

discover material about the historical Jesus and he describes three criteria by 

which this maybe achieved. The first, „Dissimilarity‟ asserts that if biblical 

material can be shown to be dissimilar to anything found in first century 

Judaism and early Christianity, yet attributable to Jesus, it is more likely to be 

authentic. The secondly criteria, he called „Coherence‟ describes the situation 
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where information, perhaps a saying can be shown to be compatible with 

something already agreed to be authentic following the process of dissimilarity. 

Therefore, it too is likely to be authentic. The third criteria know as „Multiple 

Attestation‟, suggests that any material found in all or most of the synoptic 

Gospels could be considered reliable.
20

 Using these three criteria, Perrin 

attempts to provide a reliable and systematic model for the study of Jesus but 

other scholars were unsatisfied.  

 

The third quest and particularly the Jesus Seminar (which has attracted media 

interest) was founded in 1985 with membership of around thirty scholars. Now 

consisting of up to two hundred „Fellows‟, it meets twice yearly to debate 

papers and concludes with a vote which indicates the authenticity of the subject 

matter. The seminar includes Catholics and Protestants, liberals and 

evangelicals who emphasize the importance of the death of Jesus. However, the 

seminar  often reflects an „antisupernatural bias‟ for example the bodily 

resurrection was not accepted as having occurred; the voting results have often 

proved „exceptionally sceptical‟ and the seminar has, from the outset, sought 

extensive media coverage of their activities. Brown begs the question is the 

seminar „not producing the Jesus the quester wished to find‟.
21

 Thus the third 

quest turns full circle to the criticism of the original quest, that those searching 
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for the historical Jesus have often followed their own agendas and in so doing 

have failed to find the real Jesus. 

 

At this point it is useful to summarise my views thus far. I reject the original 

quest, challenging the „misleading manner‟ in which the Enlightenment 

„insisted on splitting apart history and faith, facts and values, religion and 

politics, nature and supernature‟.
22

 Reimarus also omitted certain integral 

episodes and experiences of the disciples, particularly in relation to the 

resurrection which is pivotal in Christian teaching. I broadly support the 

arguments put forward by Kähler, Barth and Bultmann in their quest for Jesus 

but do not accept that there should be a divide between Jesus and the Christ of 

Faith. Jesus Christ came down from heaven and was incarnate by the Holy 

Spirit of the Virgin Mary. Indeed the Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches: 

- 

 

The Church thus confesses that Jesus is inseparably true God and 

true man. He is truly the Son of God who, without ceasing to be 

God and Lord, became a man and a brother.
23

 

 

However, whilst I reject elements of the quest I suggest that such a quest is both 

legitimate and of fundamental importance to Christians for „it is by looking at 
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Jesus himself that we discover who God is‟.
24

 Furthermore, it is important for 

Christians to continue this scholarly research in the wake of new popular works 

of fiction such as Dan Brown‟s Da Vinci Code which have provoked „new 

studies of the figure of Nazareth whose intention is to reveal Jesus‟ true face 

which until now has been distorted by ecclesiastical orthodoxy.‟
25

  It is another 

eminent German theologian to whom I resort for leadership in this field, Joseph 

Ratzinger, Pope Benedict XVI. 

 

Benedict, responding to the „The gap between the „historical Jesus‟ and „Christ 

of faith‟ asks „what can faith in Jesus as the Christ possibly mean, in Jesus as 

the Son of the living God, if the man Jesus was so completely different from the 

picture that the Evangelists painted of him and that the Church, on the evidence 

of the Gospels, takes as the basis of her preaching?‟
26

 He identifies that as 

research progressed the „figure of Jesus … became even more indistinct‟. The 

portraits offered by scholars have varied from the revolutionary enemy of the 

Romans to the gentle moralist. Scholars have therefore reached contradictory 

portraits of Jesus which, Benedict suggests, are the depictions of the authors 

and their ideals more than the disclosure of an image that has become 

muddled.
27
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Benedict continues: - 

      

All these attempts have produced a common result: the impression 

that we have very little certain knowledge of Jesus and that only at 

a later stage did faith in his divinity shape the image we have of 

him.
28

  

 

It is through the gospel of Matthew that Benedict shows the portrait of the real 

Jesus being revealed and this is demonstrated during the Sermon on the Mount. 

This discourse is addressed to the whole world, both in the time of Jesus and in 

the future.
29

 It presents „a sort of veiled interior biography of Jesus‟ and a „road 

map for the whole Church‟.
 30

 Consider for example, the first Beatitude, „How 

blessed are the poor in spirit‟ (Matthew 5:3). There has been much scholarly 

debate surrounding the phrase „poor in spirit‟ but Jesus was born at Bethlehem 

in Judaea where ninety per cent of Judeans would have been considered poor. 

Later Jesus says he has „nowhere to lay his head‟ (Matthew 8:20) and again 

„Come to me … for I am meek and lowly in heart‟ (Mt 11:28-29). Jesus 

frequently presents himself as the peacemaker, who suffers and ultimately dies 

for mankind in order to make our peace with God. In his sermon Jesus teaches, 

„Blessed are the peacemakers‟ (Matthew 5:9). The portrait of the historical 

Jesus emerges from this short passage in Matthew‟s Gospel, an image of a 
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meek, poor, peaceful Jesus who teaches his followers to live in the same way 

whilst providing us with a glimpse of God himself.  

 

The methodology of Benedict provides a clear example of how the quest for the 

historical Jesus from the Christ of Faith approach should be undertaken; how 

the gap between the Jesus of history and the Christ of Faith can be closed. It 

was another Pope, St Gregory the Great who wrote in his Dialogues about the 

paucity of biographical facts about St Benedict, referring to the Holy Rule 'He 

could not have lived other than he taught'. This seems to be essentially what 

Benedict is saying about the gradual revelation of Christ in the Sermon on the 

Mount. 

2517 words 
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