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Säkulare Sprachen, die das, was einmal gemeint war, 
 bloß eliminieren, hinterlassen Irritationen. 

JÜRGEN HABERMAS, GLAUBEN UND WISSEN 

There is a crack in everything;  
that’s how the light gets in. 

LEONARD COHEN, ANTHEM 

 

Book boxes were carried in to the new residence. Adolph von Harnack glanced 

at a label and pointed to a book shelf, saying: “theology belongs with belletris-

tic.” Harnack was, of course, referring to speculative theology. Being a “scientif-

ic” theologian himself, i.e. one who “simply” reconstructs the origins and histor-

ical characteristics of Christianity, Harnack was an ardent advocate of relentless 

historical scrutiny. Thus, he wouldn’t allow for either orthodox or liberal inclina-

tions. His objective was to recover the plain moral teachings of the extraordi-

nary man Jesus. 

Just around that time Albert Schweitzer put the final strokes to a book on his-

torical Jesus research.1 With acute precision Schweitzer dismantled the con-

structions of liberal scholarship, showing how the authors’ constructs resem-

bled portraits of their own ethical ideals and preferences rather than the histor-

ical and mysterious figure of Jesus. With a good dose of scholarly sarcasm 

                                                

1 Albert Schweitzer, 41926, Geschichte der Leben-Jesu-Forschung, JCB Mohr (Paul Siebeck). 
The first edition was published in 1906 with the title Von Reimarus zu Wrede. 
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Schweitzer charged Harnack’s historical ambition with a conversion of Jesus’ 

teaching into a gospel for 1899.2 A case of Harnackian belletristic then? 

Together with W. Wrede’s and K.L. Schmidt’s findings on the tendentious and 

fragmentary character of the gospel tradition, Schweitzer’s analysis brought the 

whole endeavor of historical Jesus research to a halt. Scholars not only had to 

concur that the liberals’ quest for complete and “relevant” portraits of Jesus 

had to be sacked, but also that Jesus’ ideas and actions belonged to a time 

cloaked in strangeness and mystery.3  

A new generation of New Testament exegetes lead by Rudolph Bultmann 

found its way past the cul-de-sac of Gospel research by targeting the literary 

forms of the gospels as mirrors and representations of the emerging faith in 

Christ of the church during the second half of the first century instead. The 

quest for the historical Jesus seemed halted for good, but it returned in two 

new waves, one that started in the 1950’s and one in the 1970’s. For the latter 

wave the Jewishness of Jesus became a central concern. 

Timeless awareness 

According to Schweitzer the gospel texts conveyed a dim yet powerful premoni-

tion of a mysterious figure, tragic and majestic in one, consumed by the convic-

tion that God’s “coming” Messiah would secretly prepare the advent of the 

messianic kingdom. Exhibiting extraordinary will-power, he pursued his calling 

even as contradiction stared him right in the face. As hopes of the arriving king-

dom of God finally crumbled, his mysterious will-power radiated potently in his 

last breath on the cross and kindled faith in his resurrection in the hearts of his 

disciples.  

As his live ended in anguish, a powerful flood wave began to flow through 

history that energized generation after generation and accomplished far more 

                                                

2 „In seinem ‚Wesen des Christentums’ läßt Harnack die zeitgeschichtliche Bedingtheit der 
Lehre Jesu fast ganz zurücktreten und geht nur auf ein Evangelium aus, mit dem er ohne 
Schwierigkeiten bis ins Jahr 1899 kommt” (Schweitzer, 1926, 246). 

3 „In der besonderen Bestimmtheit seiner Vorstellungen und seines Handelns wird er für un-
sere Zeit immer etwas Fremdes und Rätselhaftes behalten.“ (Schweitzer, 1926, 631). 
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than liberal portraits could have ever achieved.4 This unknown and nameless 

figure approaches modern man in the same fashion 

… wie er am Gestade des Sees an jene Männer, die nicht wussten wer er war herantrat. Er 

sagt dasselbe Wort: Du aber folge mir nach! und stellt uns vor die Aufgaben, die er in un-

serer Zeit lösen muss. Er gebietet. Und denjenigen, welche ihm gehorchen, Weisen und 

Unweisen, wird er sich offenbaren in dem, was sie in seiner Gemeinschaft an Frieden, 

Wirken, Kämpfen und Leiden erleben dürfen, und als ein unaussprechliches Geheimnis 

werden sie erfahren, wer er ist....5 

With no apparent concern for methodological complications, Schweitzer ex-

pected the dissimilar, strange and fragmentary recollection in the gospels to 

provide an unmitigated premonition of the man from Nazareth. Being touched 

personally by that 2000 year old power wave, Schweitzer turned and went to 

Africa in order to help the poorest among the poor.  

Just about one hundred years later, a new commanding voice lays claim to an 

unmitigated premonition, this time, however, of the real historical Jesus. Joseph 

Ratzinger, Benedict XVI, has decided to challenge both academy and church to 

accept as scientifically valid his construct of the true icon that he has unearthed 

from underneath the ravel of historical-critical thinking.6 With a self-confidence 

                                                

4 Cf. e.g. Schweitzer, 1926, 635: „In seiner eschatologischen Welt belassen ist er größer und 
wirkt, bei aller Fremdartigkeit, elementarer und gewaltiger als der andere [=der Modernisier-
te+.“ 

5 Schweitzer, 1926, 642, italics added. 

6 Joseph Ratzinger, Benedikt XVI. Jesus von Nazareth. Erster Teil. Von der Taufe im Jordan bis 
zur Verklärung. Herder, 2007. The double authorial attribution indicates the author’s wish to 
be heard both as an academic theologian and as a hierarch, both as an academic and as a 
shepherd, both as professor Ratzinger and as Pope Benedict XVI. According to Gottfried W. 
Locker (”So ändern sich die Zeiten. Das Jesusbuch in reformierter Lesart”, in Thomas Söding, 
ed., Ein Weg zu Jesus. Schlüssel zu einem tieferen Verständnis des Papstbuches, Herder 2007, 
55), this self-biographical double-assertion anticipates the book’s principal flaw: trying to 
harmonize historical Jesus research with a dogmatic faith in Christ. Just as the book’s inner 

tension isn’t resolved, the author’s ambition to be both lacks conviction: “Nein die Doppel-
aussage scheint mir keine überzeugende Aussage. Sie suggeriert so etwas wie ein uni-
personales Autorenkollektiv, das zu sein ein Papst sich vielleicht wünscht, das es aber weder 
amtstheologisch noch realkirchenpolitisch gibt... Joseph Ratzinger ist ... nicht auch noch der 
Papst, sondern nur noch – im Sinne von ausschließlich – der Papst“ (ibid. 56). Mindful of this, 
I shall in this article refer to the author only as Pope Benedict, Benedict XVI or simply Bene-
dict. 
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that matches Schweitzer’s, Benedict claims to surpass the quests for the histori-

cal Jesus of the 20th century and to accomplish more than just a mirror image of 

his own ideals. 

While the affinities between Schweitzer and Benedict are intriguing, the dif-

ferences fascinate even more. Whereas Schweitzer’s Jesus invigorates the birth 

of the church in his wilful submission to his own ruin, Benedict’s real Jesus en-

thrals because of his elevated clear-sightedness, always in concordance with his 

true being and, just like the Jesus of the Gospel of John, always aware ahead of 

time of what is about to happen. Schweitzer’s central concern was to demon-

strate how Jesus’ self-image as Messiah before the messianic age was ulti-

mately frustrated, yet lived on in his followers because of his radiant determina-

tion. Benedict’s concern is to demonstrate how we can know that Jesus was in 

fact God before his birth as he asserted that conviction throughout his earthly 

life.  

Schweitzer’s premonition stemmed from an encounter with the strange and 

mysterious to which the texts explicitly testify. Benedict asserts a premonition 

from the depth dimensions of the earliest texts that may not be noticeable on 

the surface at first. As subsequent ecclesial elucidation recognizes the truth 

with ever increasing clarity, what had been there from the beginning is brought 

to the surface. Since the texts are the outflow of a collective, church-borne 

awareness through the mystery of the sacrament of an ever-present inner 

friendship with Jesus, historical validity is confirmed in history. Thus, the unity 

of Christ and Church is substantiated time and again in the faith that is founda-

tional for everything else.  

ñDas Große am Anfangò 

Historical-critical research is doomed to malfunction, Benedict asserts, as long 

as it subscribes to the unwarranted premise of a collective and largely anony-

mous evolution of meaning that culminates in the great confessions concerning 

an incarnated son of God of whom the earliest layers have nothing to say. The 

idea that new meaning is added to originally silent sources (“der historisch-

kritische Anfangssinn”) is unsound even on account of the hermeneutical prin-

cipal that human words by their own weight (“schon jedes Menschenwort von 
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eigenem Gewicht”) always carry a surplus of meaning. No single author can 

ever intend all that is inherent in the words he is using.  

According to Benedict this surplus of meaning is sheltered in the crucial “his-

torical” assurance that the gospel authors produced their texts not as individu-

als but as integral members of the collective people of God (18-20).  Conse-

quently, the prehistory of the texts and the chronology of the process of inter-

pretation are not stages of truth-evolution but rather of ever increasing clarity 

of vision. Benedict asserts with great confidence that it is historically more logi-

cal that the Great stands at the beginning,7 ”historisch viel logischer, dass das 

Große am Anfang steht” (21), an assertion which is reminiscent of Stephen 

Pepper’s world hypothesis called organicism, according to which a increasing 

understanding of reality might be compared to a rose bud that breaks open, re-

vealing, as it unfolds, a flower with colors and fragrances, all of which were 

there from the start.8  

Thus, Benedict laments deeply that historical Jesus research seems to have 

succeeded in permeating the collective consciousness of Christianity with the 

idea that faith in the divinity of Christ is an afterthought. It is not only bad his-

torical research, it is 

dramatisch für den Glauben, weil sein eigentlicher Bezugspunkt unsicher wird: Die innere 

Freundschaft mit Jesus, auf die doch alles ankommt, droht ins Leere zu greifen. (11) 

Consequently, it is natural for Benedict to read the Gospels as reliable testi-

monies about and of what he calls “the real historical Jesus” (”der historische 

Jesus im eigentlichen Sinn”). Especially the Gospel of John, which most scholars 

would argue has taken a dramatic evolutionary leap towards a “high Christolo-

gy”, actually purports most clearly the solid, unchangeable, historical facts con-

cerning what was there from the beginning. The Fourth Gospel thus represents 

the culmination of a process of spiritual memorization concerning who Jesus 

really was as it transcends individual understanding. 

Weil das Erinnern, das die Grundlage des  Evangeliums bildet, durch die Einfügung in das 

Gedächtnis der Kirche gereinigt und vertieft wird, ist darin in der Tat das bloß banale Tat-

                                                

7  

8 On the idea of open-ended accounts cf. Pepper, Stephen C. 1942. World hypotheses: A 
study in evidence. Berkeley: University of California Press, 146. 
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sachengedächtnis überschritten... Dieses Erinnern ist kein bloß psychologischer oder intel-

lektueller Vorgang, es ist ein pneumatisches Geschehen. Das Erinnern der Kirche ist eben 
nichts bloß Privates; es überschreitet die Sphäre des eigenen menschlichen Verstehens 
und Wissens. Es ist ein Geführtwerden durch den heiligen Geist, das uns den Zusammen-
hang der Schrift, den Zusammenhang von Wort und Wirklichkeit zeigt und uns so „in die 
ganze Wahrheit“ führt. (273, 276) 

Looking at historical reality from this perspective Pope Benedict can confi-

dently claim that Scripture testifies to the real historical Jesus as God’s son, 

himself God. This is articulated in the parables as the mystery of his person and 

in the Sermon on the Mount as “God’s living Torah”. Less ambiguous yet consis-

tent with its predecessors, the Gospel of John unveils Jesus’ nature in the great 

images of water, vine, wine, bread and shepherd, and when Jesus says: “It is I”, 

or “I and the Father are one” he points to the future and prefigures what the 

council at Nicaea (325 CE) will define as homoousios. 

Surmounting the confines of the historical-critical method 

In light of the above, Pope Benedict’s strong affirmation of the theological ne-

cessity of the historical-critical method (faith rests in the factum historicum) 

comes as a surprise. Of course, he immediately adds a counter affirmation and 

identifies scientific stringency as the method’s principle fault and short coming, 

since it excludes by definition assertions regarding the incarnation. Consistently 

applied, the historical-critical method therefore obstructs the very fact it is set 

to examine. After all, it is the incarnation that constitutes the historical begin-

ning of Christianity. 

Thus, Benedict praises Rudolph Schnackenburg, whom he considers the most 

respected catholic exegete of the second half of the 20th century, for his “ge-

nuinely historical insight” into the fact that the Jesus figure can only be grasped 

if it is anchored in God. But he faults Schnackenburg for his agnostic conclusions 

concerning historical reliability. According to Schnackenburg the nature of the 

Gospel sources prevents us from constructing a historically reliable picture of 

Jesus. For Benedict such methodological considerations are inappropriate. No 

doubt, historical critical research has uncovered 

... eine Fülle von Material und von Einsichten *…+, durch die uns die Gestalt Jesu in einer 

Lebendigkeit und Tiefe gegenwärtig werden kann, die wir uns vor wenigen Jahrzehnten 
noch gar nicht vorzustellen vermochten. (22) 
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But the method must not be “misused” to examine the reliability of texts or 

to identify layers of contradictory traditions. Such objectives require other me-

thods and perspectives and should be handed over to proper canonical exegesis 

(or end-text exegesis) that is based on a „Hermeneutik des Einverständnisses“. 

Faith thus integrated stipulates that the scripture canon established by the 

early church is normative for theology and history. Scripture in its “final” form is 

the authentic text, and the church, not the individual author, is the actual sub-

ject of scripture. Only thus will theological interpretation of the Bible be able to 

integrate faith into the interpretive process and uphold historical sincerity („den 

Glauben einfordern, aber den historischen Ernst ganz und gar nicht aufgeben“).  

How historical sincerity corresponds to a sincere use of the historical-critical 

method remains an open question. Evidently, Benedict does not concern him-

self with questions of authenticity. There is no historical incentive to investigate 

ipsissima verba, layers of traditions, the composition history of the Bible, or 

even the diversity of the social history of the Jesus movement. The Bible and 

especially the Gospels can instead be read „als Einheit und als Ganzheit, die in 

all ihren historischen Schichtungen doch eine von innen her zusammenhängen-

de Botschaft ausdrückt“ (230).  

Since the collective ecclesial process of interpretation is of such crucial im-

portance for Benedict, it is surprising that his methodological construct shows a 

crack at its very core, as he affirms that canonical gospel interpretation is about 

understanding „den Weg Jesu auf Erden und seine Verkündigung … nicht die 

theologische Verarbeitung im Glauben und Denken der frühen Kirche“ (369, 

italics added). Of course, Benedict’s criticism is directed towards form criticism. 

But if the early Church cannot be trusted as a reliable recipient and interpreter 

of the factum historicum, doesn’t that throw us back to square one and the 

demand for a stringent historical method? How can the theological and histori-

cal reliability of scripture rest in the church as the subject of scripture, a church 

that purifies the original memory, if the collective theological reflection of that 

same church poses a danger? 

The crack widens even more as one considers Benedict’s assertion concern-

ing the modification of the memory of the earliest testimonies in the synoptic 

and the Johannine gospels. On the one hand Benedict asserts that the memory 

needed to be refined before it could become the memory of the church, on the 
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other hand he asserts that the personal memory together with the historical 

reality constitute the factum historicum of the wording (272). 

The historical and the real Jesus 

The basic question, then, is how Benedict’s quest for the figure of Jesus, or the 

face of the Lord, correlates to historical Jesus research. How does the (f)actual 

historical Jesus compare to Benedict’s real historical Jesus? What does he mean 

when he asserts that the historical critical method leads from within itself to a 

fundamental trust in the witness of Scripture, canonical exegesis and the au-

thorial triangle that consists of the individual author, the people of God and 

God? (cf. 16-20) 

Benedict claims to build on modern exegesis as he pursues his goal ”den Je-

sus der Evangelien als den wirklichen Jesus, als den ’historischen Jesus’ im ei-

gentlichen Sinn darzustellen”.9 (20)  But by merging the attributes “real” (wirk-

lich) and “historical” he actually removes himself from the broad consensus 

among exegetes that is succinctly expressed by the American Jesuit John P. 

Meier: ”The historical Jesus is not the real Jesus. The real Jesus is not the histo-

rical Jesus”.10  

Indeed, Meier seems to assert the irrefutable: compared to Caesar, Cicero or 

Marcus Aurelius, we really can know basically nothing about Jesus. The sources, 

including the gospels, are simply too fragmentary. Even if one were to neglect 

the subjectivity of interpretation and the “softness” of historical science, there 

still is no way of establishing a ”reasonably complete” picture of the real Je-

sus.11 We simply cannot know anything about “the real Jesus through historical 

research, whether we mean his total reality or just a reasonably complete bio-

                                                

9 20. Benedict seems to use ”wirklich” and ”wahr” interchangeably, cf. here and 143: „der 
wahre ‚historische‘ Jesus“ 

10 John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew. Rethinking the historical Jesus. Vol 1, Doubleday 1991, 21. 
After almost 20 years since publication, Meier’s book still sets the standard for historical Je-
sus research. 

11 Ibid. 22, see also 23: ”With the exception of a relatively few great public figures, the ’real’ 
persons of ancient history—be they Hillel, Shammai or Jesus and Simon Peter—are simply 
not accessible to us today by historical research and never will be.” 
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graphical portrait.”12 When scholars refer to the “historical Jesus”, they refer to 

an abstraction and a construction that is contemporary with themselves. It is 

one among several possible interpretations of pieces from a mosaic where most 

pieces are missing. 

Benedict appreciates Meier’s description of the limitations of historical-

critical research (409) but insists, once again, that the limitations are not defi-

nite and that the method itself “über sich hinausweist und eine innere Offen-

heit auf ergänzende Methoden in sich trägt” (16).13 The necessary supplements 

towards which the historical critical method points are, as already mentioned, 

canonical exegesis and the recognition of divine inspiration through the au-

thorial triad. Benedict confidently asserts that merging the three imparts plau-

sibility to the assertion of the historical reliability of the Gospels.  

Precisely how Benedict envisions the feasibility of this merger remains un-

clear – regrettably, since the claim appears to be at the heart of his concern. 

But it seems hardly a daring suggestion that Benedict would rather compromise 

the historical critical method than traditional Christological dogma.14 For Bene-

                                                

12 Ibid. 24. 

13 Benedict articulated the underlying rationale in his “Regensburger Rede”. There he argues 

for an inner necessity to widen – or rather reinstall – the original concept of reason in order 
that “Vernunft und Glaube aufs Neue zueinander finden; wenn wir die selbstverfügte Be-
schränkung der Vernunft auf das im Experiment Falsifizierbare überwinden und der Vernunft 
ihre ganze Weite wieder öffnen. In diesem Sinne gehört Theologie nicht nur als historische 
und humanwissenschaftliche Disziplin, sondern als eigentliche Theologie, als Frage nach der 
Vernunft des Glaubens an die Universität und in ihren weiten Dialog der Wissenschaften hin-
ein. ... Eine Vernunft, die dem Göttlichen gegenüber taub ist und Religion in den Bereich des 
Subkulturellen abdrängt, ist unfähig zum Dialog der Kulturen.” (Glaube, Vernunft und Univer-
sität. Erinnerungen und Reflexionen. September 12, 2006, Libreria Editrice Vaticana, available 
at www.vatican.va) To this Jens Schröter („Ratzinger und seine Suche nach dem historischen 
Jesus“. Die Kirche, Ev. Wochenzeitung, May 20, 2007) replies: „Die Grundlage bildet eine 
spezifische Verhältnisbestimmung von Vernunft und Glaube. ‚Nur der Glaube an den einen 
Gott befreit und „rationalisiert“ wirklich die Welt’, heißt es an einer Stelle. „Rationalität“ 

meint dabei das Einstimmen in das Bekenntnis zu dem Gott, der sich in Jesus zu erkennen 
gegeben hat. Seit der Aufklärung wird das Verhältnis von Vernunft und Glaube freilich an-
ders bestimmt.“ 

14 Benedict’s praise (409) for Jacob Neusner’s critical review of John P. Meier’s book (“Who 
needs ’The Historical Jesus’? An Essay Review,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 4 (1994) 113-
126) speaks for itself. Cf. also Geza Vermes comment: “... we are told that the Pope obeyed 
the rules of historical criticism. However, he was prepared to abide by those rules only if they 
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dict, so it seems, “real” is not a scientific term, or a reference to the common 

meaning of factual assertion, but rather an affirmation of the divine, the incar-

nate, the absolutely true.15 

Absolute religious truth claims 

Benedict’s perception of truth is evident from chapter four, where he interacts 

extensively with Jacob Neusner’s A Rabbi talks with Jesus.16 The reason why 

Benedict chose to interact with this popularly written booklet rather than scho-

larly Jesus books by Jewish scholars such as David Flusser or Geza Vermes17, be-

comes immediately apparent. While Flusser and Vermes focus on important as-

pects of Jesus’ Jewishness, Neusner highlights what is crucial for Benedict, 

namely, the decisive discrepancies that show why, in the end, Judaism and 

Christendom exclude each other. 

Whereas Flusser had demonstrated that the historical Jesus practiced phari-

saic halacha and Vermes that he was basically a Jewish charismatic, Neusner 

underscores that Jesus, besides being a Jew, time and again violates the Rabbis’ 

interpretation of the Torah and turns his own claims into God’s claims. Thus, 

                                                                                                                                                   

confirmed his traditional convictions. Otherwise, he discarded them without further consid-

eration.” (The Times, May 19, 2007) 

15 Benedict’s attempt at unearthing the real Jesus has caused a flood of immediate reactions 
in the daily press from both scholarly and ecclesial experts. Several books have also been 
published already (see bibliography). Gerd Lüdemann the most outspoken among the NT 
scholars calls the book “eine peinliche Entgleisung” (Spiegel Online, April 26, 2007) and chal-
lenges the Pope to treat passages such as Matt 10:18 with the same sincerity as passages 
that fit into his construct (also Geza Vermes, ”Ratzinger and not the Pope” The Times May 19, 
2007). Against Lüdemann turns Klaus Berger, accusing him of rational fundamentalism and 
methodical atheism, welcoming instead Benedict’s methodological suggestions as long over-
due corrections (Tagespost, May 24, 2007). In between the two extremes, we find scholars 
who emphasize that many of Benedict’s assertions only seem to be controversial. Had Bene-
dict been up-to-date on historical-critical Jesus research, Michael Wolter laments, he would 
have known that a great number of scholars today regard many of his assertions as unprob-

lematic, even common ground. The real problem with the Pope’s book is his insistence on ris-
ing above his own subjectivity (“Wo bleibt der Eigensinn der Evangelien?” Rheinischer Mer-
kur, May 24, 2007). 

16 Jacob Neusner, A Rabbi talks with Jesus. An Intermillenial Interfaith Exchange, Doubleday, 
1993. 

17 David Flusser, Jesus, Magnes, 1969, rev. 1998; Geza Vermes, Jesus the Jew, Collins 1973. 
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while it is true that Jesus never annulled an iota of the law, it is also true that he 

added something: himself. But adding to the Torah only God can do. Neusner’s 

inherently logical conclusion is that he must reject Jesus since his claims are un-

reasonable. In an article in the Jerusalem Post (”My argument with the pope”, 

May 29, 2007) he summarizes his view of Jesus’ Torah-interpretation as follows: 

”Where Jesus diverges from the revelation by God to Moses at Mount Sinai that 

is the Torah, he is wrong, and Moses is right.” Thus, since Jesus acknowledges 

the validity of god’s law (“not an iota”), his treatment of the Torah is inherently 

inconsistent. 

Already 1993, Benedict (then still Cardinal Ratzinger) praises Neusner in a 

blurb on the back page of A Rabbi talks with Jesus for his emphasis on differ-

ence, truth claim and his challenging honesty: “The absolute honesty, the preci-

sion of analysis, the union of respect for the other party with carefully 

grounded loyalty to one’s own position characterize the book and make it a 

challenge especially to Christians who will have to ponder the analysis of the 

contrast between Moses and Jesus.” 

Of course, Benedict does not welcome Neusner’s analysis because he ac-

cepts his conclusions, but rather because Neusner provides the analytical blue-

print for Benedict’s own diametrically opposed assertions.18 Every time Neusner 

shows that the texts assert Jesus’ unreasonable divine claims, Benedict’s con-

victions are confirmed, namely that the New Testament texts prove the unity of 

the son with the Father not only in John’s Gospel but also in the other gospels. 

Der gewaltige Prolog des Johannesevangeliums „Im Anfang war das Wort und das Wort 
war bei Gott“ sagt nichts anderes, als was der Jesus der Bergpredigt und der Jesus der sy-
noptischen Evangelien sagt. Der Jesus des vierten Evangeliums ist ein und derselbe: der 
wahre „historische“ Jesus (143). ... Nur weil Jesus Gott ist, kann und darf er so mit der 
Tora umgehen, wie er es tut (148). 19 

                                                

18 It has been pointed out repeatedly that what is really new about this exchange is the fact 

that a pope actually interacts with a Jew who is critical of the New Testament. See e.g. David 
van Biema, “The Pope's Favorite Rabbi”, Time, May 24, 2007. 

19 Cf. Christoph Kardinal Schönborn, „Der Papst auf der Agora. Über einen Anspruch den al-
lein Gott stellen kann.” in Söding, Ein Weg, 47-48: „Rabbi Neusner ist wohl deshalb für das 
Buch von Joseph Ratzinger / Benedikt XVI so wichtig, weil er allen Versuchen, den histori-
schen Jesus vom Christus des Kirchendogmas zu trennen, eine klare Absage erteilt. ...Jesus 
selber stellt in seinem ganzen Tun und Reden einen Anspruch, der Gott allein zusteht.”  
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A new shift in Jewish-Christian religious dialogue 

Underneath the seemingly straightforward exchange between Benedict and 

Neusner lies their concurrence that the enlightenment heritage of tolerance, as 

it comes to expression in Lessing’s parable Nathan der Weise, has to be over-

come. Lessing’s powerful parable had, of course, taught that the ultimate pur-

pose of any religion is to transcend its own particular expression and point to 

the overarching, the universal and the inclusive. The lesson to be learned from 

the parable is that practitioners of religions should consider differences as trivi-

al and peripheral, exclusive assertions of truth or knowledge of God as dispens-

able, and instead embrace an attitude of tolerance and respect for the other. 

Neusner puts it bluntly as he asserts that the time has come for “a return to the 

old disputations, with their intense seriousness about religious truth and their 

willingness to ask tough questions and engage with the answers” (Jerusalem 

Post, 29 Maj 2007).  

Especially since WWII, Jewish-Christian dialogue suffers, as Neusner asserts, 

from an obsession with looking for the positive in the other, but this is both 

dishonest and wrong.20 True dialogue between religions demands instead that 

each side claims its own truth boldly, articulates differences with precision and 

then engages in a respectful dispute. Only thus can real dialogue occur. Con-

cerning Pope Benedict Neusner testifies that he is “so full of respect for the 

scriptures and for Judaism that this is only a step forward in the Judeo-Christian 

relationship. ... Both he and I are convinced that knowing what the differences 

are strengthens the faith of the believers effectively” (Radio interview, On Point, 

WBUR Boston, Juni 19, 2007).21 It is therefore high time to lay aside insincere 

                                                

20 ”Das wohlmeinende Reden von einer neuartigen Beziehung ist zum einen nicht wirklich 
aufrichtig, weil jede Seite angestrengt nach irgendetwas Positivem sucht das sie über die 
andre Seite sagen kann. Sie ist zum anderen, jedenfalls was das Judentum anbelangt, schlicht 
falsch“ (Jacob Neusner, „Einzigartig in 2000 Jahren. Die neue Wende im jüdisch-christlichen 
Dialog“, in Söding, Ein Weg, 78-79). 

21 Of course, already Rabbi Abraham J. Heshel has argued that “Inter-faith dialogue begins 
with faith”. But Heshel also held that no religious community owns the truth and was critical 
of Jewish isolationism and triumphalism. One must therefore note the verb “begins” in the 
quote. One’s own faith and religious identity is not the irreducible goal of religious dialogue, 
but rather the beginning of a burdensome road towards basic understanding and respect for 
the other’s equally valid faith. Rabbi Heshel acted as spokesman for the American-Jewish 
communities at Vatican II and succeeded (according to “A Conversation with Dr. Abraham Jo-
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modesty and that false idea of tolerance by which “disputations gave way to the 

conviction that the two religions say the same thing and the differences be-

tween them are dismissed as trivial” (Neusner, Jerusalem Post, 29 Maj 2007). 

Instead, both parties ought to express with precision what separates them and 

testify to their particular truth, in order to then love, worship and serve the 

one, common god in peace. For Jews this means accepting that God’s Torah is 

not just one way, “our” way, but the way to love and serve the one God.22 

Similarly unambiguous, Benedict asserts that Jesus not simply “added him-

self”, but in fact created one single people of God, ”die Universalisierung des 

Gottesvolkes kraft deren nun Israel die Weite der Völker der Welt umspannen 

kann” (132). Neusner clearly seems to have found a soul-mate in the present 

pope: “Someone once called me the most contentious person he had ever 

known. Now I have met my match. Pope Benedict XVI is another truth-

seeker.”23  

Theology and/or history? 

Finally, we must return to the initial query regarding the relationship between 

theology and history. This is how Neusner characterizes Benedict’s Jesus-book 

in the already mentioned radio interview: 

It’s not a question of history; it’s a question of theology. The pope’s description of Jesus is 
a fully Christian, fully realized, description from all the components of the New Testament. 
And the argument that we have, is with the argument of the faith of Christianity, which is 

                                                                                                                                                   

shua Heschel”, Dec. 20, 1972, NBC transcript, 12-13) to persuade Pope Paul VI to erase all 
references to mission to Jews from the document that would then become known as Nostra 
Aetate (Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions. The Second Va-
tican Council). 

22 „Ich betone: Mein Ziel ist es Christen zu helfen, bessere Christen zu werden, indem sie zu 
einer größeren Klarheit über ihren Glauben gelangen; und ebenso ist es mein Ziel, Juden zu 
helfen, bessere Juden zu werden, weil sie hier – wie ich hoffe – erkennen werden, dass Got-

tes Tora der Weg (nicht nur unser Weg, sondern der Weg) ist, den einen Gott zu lieben und 
ihm zu dienen, ihm, dem Schöpfer des Himmels und der Erde, der uns gerufen hat, zu dienen 
und Gottes Namen zu heiligen.“ (ibid. in Söding, Ein Weg, 83). 

23  Jerusalem Post, May 29, 2007. Cf. also Neusner’s somewhat double-edged comment: “Nur 
ein in Deutschland geborener Papst konnte so mutig die Herausforderung eines theologi-
schen Dialogs mit dem Judentum nach dem Holocaust aufnehmen” (ibid. in Söding, Ein Weg, 
90). 
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not a distillation of what is historical fact, but which is a fully articulated religious system 

(Radio interview, On Point, WBUR Boston, June 19, 2007, italics added). 

This characterization clearly is not in accord with Benedict’s express intent. 

Benedict and Neusner do not only disagree on who Jesus really was, they also 

seem to disagree on what science, history and truth is. Neusner distinguishes 

between history and theology, faith and historical fact in a manner that seems 

consistent with modernity. Benedict advocates a broadening of the concept of 

reason and its application where reason and faith come together in a new way, 

and where the limitations of reason to the empirically falsifiable are overcome. 

For Neusner the question of whether the Gospel of Matthew grants access to 

knowledge concerning the historical Jesus is at most of subordinate value, for 

Benedict the historical factuality is absolutely essential, since it contains the 

anchor and the foundation of truth. For Neusner dialogue between Judaism 

and Christianity is a dispute between two different religions,24 for Benedict, Je-

sus has incorporated within his own person the status of the other and “relin-

quished” it by fulfilling it at a definite point in history.25  

It must be emphasized, however, that Benedict recognizes and endorses Ju-

daism as a luxuriant religious cradle for Jesus’ piety. By any standard, this is a 

welcome improvement over polemical distortions and apologetic ressentiments 

that all too often have been and still are hiding behind the disguise of historical 

construction. Yet still, the basic tenor of Benedict’s description of Israel is that 

the “real” Israel has been absorbed – since Jesus’ entry into the world and his-

tory – into God’s new big family.26 Franz Mußner’s assertion that Benedict’s Je-

                                                

24 “Das Judentum ist schlicht und ergreifend eine andere Religion, nicht nur Nicht-
Christentum, es geht nicht um das Judentum als Gegenpol zum Christentum...“ (ibid. in 
Söding, Ein Weg,  86) 

25 „An dieser Stelle gerät der Dialog und das Streitgespräch meines Erachtens ins Stocken. Die 
kanonische Lektüre der Bibel wird einseitig in das Schema Verheißung im Alten, Erfüllung im 
Neuen Testament gepresst. Daraus entsteht notwendigerweise ein Überbietungsmuster. ... 

Benedikt XVI geht es um die in Jesus erfüllte Verheißung, um die Überbietung des Mose“ 
(Angela Standhartinger, „Der Papst und der Rabbi. Anmerkungen zum christlich-jüdischen Di-
alog im Jesusbuch Benedikt XVI.“ in Söding, Das Jesus-Buch, 150, 151). 

26 See also 147: „Die beiden Sphären – Änderung der Sozialstruktur, Aufbrechen des ‚ewigen 
Israel’ in eine neue Gemeinde hinein und der göttliche Anspruch Jesu – sind unmittelbar mit-
einander verknüpft.“ It should be noted, however, that Benedict leaves a small door open for 
the continued autonomous value of „eternal Israel“ as he comments on Luk 5:39 (“And no 
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sus-book promotes missionary joyfulness is certainly well taken.27 Should 

Neusner’s vision of a new shift in religion dialogue come true, we may soon find 

that we are back to facing high-spirited and dogmatically assertive missionaries 

on both sides of the supposedly round table who witness – with respect – to 

each other about their respective religion’s exclusive requirements and promis-

es. The purpose of such dialogue, so it seems, is not acknowledgement of 

commonality but amplification of dissimilarity. 

The notion of uncertainty that may disturb the representatives of the “old” 

school of dialogue as it tries to relate to this new dialogical scenario is paral-

leled by the exegete’s bewilderment as he tries to make sense of Benedict’s re-

trospective gospel interpretation. While this writer supports the need of broa-

dening the concept of reason and its application, he finds it difficult to avoid a 

premonition of being wedged into the old cul-de-sac of apparently dogmatically 

predetermined analyses. 

                                                                                                                                                   

one after drinking old wine desires new wine, but says, ‘The old is good.’”). This should be 
taken “ein Wort des Verstehens für diejenigen..., die beim alten Wein bleiben wollten” (219). 
One may assume that this is in conformity with what is written in article II.B.4 of “The Jewish 
People and Their Sacred Scriptures in the Christian Bible” (2001), where the Papal Bible 
Commission asserts: “It is because of our common roots and from this eschatological pers-
pective [ref. to Rom 11:24,26] that the Church acknowledges a special status of “elder broth-

er” for the Jewish people, thereby giving them a unique place among all other religions.” The 
question of the older brother’s status is treated by Benedict in his interpretation of the para-
ble of the two brothers (Luk 15:11-32). On the one hand Benedict underlines that the father 
expressly calls the older brother his son. On the other hand he describes the older son as a 
representative of pious man in general, a piety that is, which views God primarily as law and 
which is jealous of the younger brother’s experience of real freedom: “Sie tragen ihre Frei-
heit eigentlich doch als Knechtschaft und sind nicht zum wirklichen Sohnsein gereift. Auch sie 
brauchen noch einen Weg; sie können ihn finden, wenn sie einfach Gott recht geben, sein 
Fest als ihres annehmen.“ (252). The fact that these lines are followed by an inclusive pro-
noun (”So redet mit dem Gleichnis der Vater uns, den Daheimgeblieben, zu, damit auch wir 
uns bekehren und unseres Glaubens froh werden,“ italics added), affects the impression only 
marginally, that Israel without Christ is tantamount to subservient piety and lack of the free-

dom that belongs to a real son. Cf. also Nostra Aetate, § 4: ”Although the Church is the new 
People of God, the Jews should not be presented as rejected or accursed by God, as if this 
followed from the Holy Scriptures. All should see to it, then, that in catechetical work or in 
the preaching of the Word of God they do not teach anything that does not conform to the 
truth of the Gospel and the spirit of Christ.” 

27 “Das Buch hilft zur Glaubensfreude. Es ist ein missionarisches Buch.”(„Ein Buch der Bezie-
hungen“ in Söding, Ein Weg, 97). 



 16 

Benedict’s ambition to surmount the limitations of the historical critical me-

thod from within the method’s own openness does not really leave the starting 

blocks, even though it is a central concern in the book. The methodological ad-

ditions of canon exegesis and ”historical” theories of inspiration are recognized 

– even by colleagues who are ready to give the requested advance of sympathy 

– not as a surmounting of the limitations of the historical critical method, but 

rather as a clarification by contrast of the limited methodological value of Be-

nedict’s suggestions. A broadening of the concept of reason does not necessi-

tate one particular interpretation, so that, in the end, Pope Benedict may have 

to accept that even his Jesus portrait ‘weit mehr eine Fotografie des Autors und 

seiner Ideale ist als eine Freilegung einer Ikone’ (cf. 11). 
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