A reflection on the book Jesus of Nazareth by Benedict XVI 

After many years of theological experiments, by means of which the Christian faith was literally contaminated by the heretical historic-critical theology, the present Pope Benedict XVI has written a book wherein he engages in a polemic with this theology and shows a true look at Jesus. Although the Pope’s book is not an encyclical, that means the infallible doctrine of the Church, still it is an important document clarifying the teaching of the Church concerning the Bible and its interpretation. It is not possible to transmit shortly the whole contents of the book, we will therefore try to clarify at least some ideas and reasons that led the Pope to write it.

1) The image of Jesus obscured by the historic-critical method (theology) 

The Holy Father Benedict XVI first in the preface to his book condemns (as it has already been done many times by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith under his leadership) the heresy of historic-critical theology about so-called “historical Jesus” and “Jesus of faith”. For the presently ruling pseudoscientific theology in the West has come to the conclusion that Jesus as presented to us by the Gospels (Jesus of our faith) is not identical with real historical Jesus. The foundation for this heretical conclusion of historic-critical theology is the erroneous hypothesis that authors of the Gospels were not the real apostles but the later Christian communities. The development of this historic-critical theology then led to fragmentary discernment of different layers of tradition, so the person of Jesus was still less and less distinct and was gradually losing its outlines. (cf. Benedict XVI: Jesus of Nazareth, Preface).

Some adherents of this so-called historic-critical theology have arrived at so absurd conclusions that it is then not possible to say anything concrete about true Jesus on the basis of the Gospels. Instead of showing the concrete image of Jesus, this method leads to never-ending discussions. (ibid., Preface)

2) Historic-critical theology as an instrument of destruction of faith

As the Pope writes, the receiving of the thinking and manner of interpretation of the Scripture on the basis of HCT gave rise to a downright dramatical situation for our faith. The foundation of our faith got challenged: Our interior relation to Jesus, to whom everything is directed, vanishes in the void (ibid., Introduction). The Holy Father therefore points to heretical hypotheses and conclusions of this theology:
One of the a priori accepted foundations of this theology is to regard the Gospels as mere human word (ibid., Preface). To this theology the Bible never is and will never be the Word of God written by inspiration of the Holy Spirit.
Another characteristic feature of this theology is that the result of such interpretation of the Bible is mere hypotheses (ibid.). Even if these hypotheses had a high degree of probability, it is a matter of course that nobody will build his life on a hypothesis. Hypothesis cannot be followed, but real and living Jesus can.

Not the last shortcoming of this method (HCT) is the fact that it is not able to “actualize” the Scripture for our situation. The Word of life, the Bible, within the system of HCT remains and will for ever remain mere past. 

3) Real history counter to historic-critical method (theology)

The Pope Benedict XVI emphasizes that the Christian faith is based on real historical events. The Bible does not describe unhistorical events (as it is for example in other religions), but it is founded on history which took place on our earth. Historicity is a constitutive element of our faith (Et incarnatus est – in these words we confess that God really entered our history) (ibid., Preface).

For uninitiated readers it is a little unclear what the Pope means when he writes that “historic-critical method is necessary with regard to the structure of Christian faith” and subsequently he polemizes against this method and shows its delimitation or downright heretical conclusions. The comprehension of this paradox, however, is not difficult. The biggest deceit which this form of theology (i.e. historic-critical) has committed hides in its name; for the name of this method (theology) suggests that its purpose is “critical” knowledge of “history” and in reality it does quite the reverse and presents the events of Jesus’ life as a poem or mythology (ibid., chap. 8; Introduction). The Pope therefore points out that history and critical thinking is something completely different than it was hitherto presented to us by some theologians through their hypercritical view completely lacking in faith. In their view, a miracle was an (a priori) unhistorical and unreal event. 

4) Jesus – true God

After the introduction on the problem of historic-critical method the Pope begins with the first chapter after the reading of which it becomes clear to every genuine Christian that the Pope’s thinking and theology is at variance with the thinking of the so-called historic-critical theology which, unfortunately, ruled and till this time rules at many theological universities. “I have attempted, beside the historic-critical interpretation, to apply a new methodological view which enables us a theological interpretation of the Bible and which postulates for faith…” (ibid., Preface). 

The Pope’s book points at Jesus as at the One who revealed to us the true image of God. If the historic-critical method seeks the roots of the Gospel events in the early Christian communities, the Pope points to the true origin of Jesus’ teaching and deeds. “From where did Jesus draw His teaching? How to clarify His activity? The reaction of His listeners was unambiguous: This teaching is not a loan from any school. It is absolutely different than things one can learn in school. It cannot be clarified according to interpretative methods learned in schools. It is completely different: it is a teaching ‘with power’… Its source is an immediate encounter with the Father, a dialogue face to face, the sight of the One who is in the bosom of the Father.” (ibid., Introduction)

The Pope, beginning with the first chapter up to the last one, points to the Divine origin of Jesus’ teaching, he points out that for true interpretation of the Bible one needs to bow down before Jesus as before true God (cf. ibid., chap.8; Introduction). In the book, he as if walks along with the Apostles so as to attain unto the same knowledge unto which they themselves attained: Jesus is true God and Saviour of the world. “Without rooting in God, the person of Jesus remains obscure, unreal and incomprehensible.” (ibid., Preface)

5) I trust in the Gospels

A pivotal idea which permeates all chapters of the Pope’s book about Jesus is that he trusts in the Gospels: “I want to present Jesus of the Gospels as authentic Jesus, as ‘historical Jesus’.” (pg.13)

In the polemic with the historic-critical theology, the Pope states: “Is it, from historical point of view, not much more logical that the person of Jesus … is comprehensible only in the perspective of the mystery of God? Without accepting that He as man was truly God, the New-Testament events remain without harmony and sense.” (ibid., Preface) After years of official theological teaching of doubts, whether to believe in the Gospel or not, there is again a voice heard, this time from the mouth of the highest shepherd: “Believe in the Gospel!” (Mk 1:15)
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