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Thesis Paper (1)

Has the Quest for the Historical Jesus Become Irrelevant?

When we first started to learn about the three quests for the historical Jesus, it instantly brought to mind the Quest for the Holy Grail.  The Holy Grail is something that is so sought after yet so unattainable.  It is the same with the quest to find the historical Jesus.  Instead of riding into ancient ruins, the scholars of the Jesus Quest are pouring over texts and sources desperately searching for the true identity of the historical Jesus.  The first quest for the Historical Jesus started in the period of the Enlightenment and sought to distinguish the mythology behind the life of Jesus.  The predominant view of the day was that Jesus was a moral teacher.  Even though he was part of this first quest era, Albert Schweitzer does not agree with the liberal Protestant view of Jesus and instead sees Jesus to be an eschatological prophet.  To adopt this view of Jesus is a double-edged sword.  If Jesus was an eschatological prophet does his message only apply to the time it was written in?  Schweitzer presents a view of the historical Jesus and then proceeds to deny the fact that we can ever know, for certain, the historical Jesus and makes the case that the quest historical Jesus is finally irrelevant.  
Throughout this class we have discovered few certainties about the identity of the historical Jesus.  The only thing we know for certain is that he lived in Palestine and he was a Jew.  These are important considerations to keep in mind with Schweitzer’s sketch of the historical Jesus.  Schweitzer paints Jesus to be an eschatological prophet, preaching the repentance of sins to bring about the Kingdom of Heaven (Dawes 187).  If we then put this sketch of Jesus in his social and historical setting, we have to accept that what Jesus was preaching about was relevant for that time period only.  Ancient Palestine, as we have discovered through our readings of Borg, Reddish and the Bible, was filled with conflict.  There was conflict between Jews and Romans concerning the Roman occupation; and between Jews and other Jews, regarding the purity laws.  There could not have been much optimism among the Jewish people at the time; certainly some of them thought that God had abandoned them.  Into this situation steps Jesus.  This man from Nazareth begins preaching about the repentance of sins and the coming of the Kingdom of Heaven.  To the Jewish people at the time the coming of the God’s Kingdom was something to look forward to.  Jesus states that Israel’s repentance of sins would bring about this Kingdom more rapidly.  

Throughout his ministry Jesus preached that with the repentance of sins the Kingdom of God was imminent.  Everything that Jesus said or did was influenced by the fact that he believed that God’s Kingdom was near.  Many of Jesus’ followers believed that his death would bring about this new Kingdom.  When Jesus had died and the Kingdom of God had yet to appear many were confused.  Why would their spiritual leader tell them to repent if the Kingdom was not right around the corner?  Schweitzer states that “many people are shocked on learning that the historical Jesus must be accepted as ‘capable of error’ because the supernatural Kingdom of God, the manifestation of which He announced as imminent, did not appear” (Dawes 210).  When we read the Bible today we are just as shocked as a first century Jesus follower.  Schweitzer views this act as evidence that Jesus was a prophet whose plan to usher in the Kingdom of Heaven went array.  
What Schweitzer wants to raise questions about is whether or not Jesus’ message is still relevant for today.  He begins to see that we can not take everything in the Bible to apply to our lives.  We have to reconcile ourselves that the world that Jesus lived in was very different from our world today (Dawes 204).  We must look to the historical setting that Jesus was preaching in.  Jesus was preaching in a time where a “speedy end to world” was an accepted world-view (Dawes 207).  Jesus’ message was one of hope for the downtrodden Israelites and even though many people would look at this today and claim we can gather strength from it, this story does not apply to us today.  If we are only looking to Jesus as a historical figure, then we have to take into consideration that everything he said and did was influenced by the culture and time period in which he lived.  We can not hope to turn the message of sin and repentance for Israel and make it relevant for today.  We are not first-century Palestinian Jews and do not know what it was like to live in a world with Roman occupation and the thought that God had abandoned us, His chosen people.  Jesus’ message applies only to them.  
Even Jesus’ preaching on ethics is not relevant for today.  19th century liberal Protestants viewed the Kingdom of God as a moral rule but this was not what Schweitzer viewed Jesus’ teaching as.  Schweitzer saw Jesus' ethic as only an “interim ethic”, which was only for a brief period of time that would eventually lead to a cataclysmic finale.  Schweitzer believed that Jesus’ preaching of ethics required repentance and all this comes back to preparing those to welcome the Kingdom of Heaven (Dawes 205).  With this view that Jesus was an eschatological prophet and was preaching about the end of days, in his time, this message becomes irrelevant for us.  
The liberal Protestant view of Jesus was not one of a prophet, nor did it take into consideration Jesus’ cultural influences.  Liberal theology looking for the historical Jesus focused more on Jesus’ ethical teachings and not on who Jesus actually was (Dawes 204).  Many scholars and theologians at the time were hoping to use the First Quest to advance their own beliefs about Jesus.  By stating that Jesus was preaching on ethics and morality, a theologian could justify holding people to a higher morality.  In another of his works, The Quest for the Historical Jesus, Schweitzer believes that any portrait of the historical Jesus is just a reflection of the author.  In this case, we can never know the historical Jesus; we can only know the author’s bias or agenda.  This applies to Schweitzer as well.  His view of Jesus as an eschatological prophet may not be true.  This was how he read the texts and came to the conclusion that Jesus was a prophet.  Through Schweitzer’s view of Jesus we do not come to know the historical Jesus but only Schweitzer.  This idea, that all portraits of Jesus were a reflection of the authors, was a pessimistic view that ended the first quest for the historical Jesus.  How can we know the true historical identity of Jesus when scholars are trying to advance their own views of Jesus?  Schweitzer went looking for the historical Jesus and only found that we can not know him.  
Can we ever truly know the historical Jesus?  By accepting what Albert Schweitzer says, that Jesus was an eschatological prophet preaching for a certain time period and that any sketch of the historical Jesus is a reflection of the author, we can never know Jesus from a historical point of view.  Just as Jesus’ teachings suddenly become irrelevant so does this class.  If we can never know who Jesus actually was then this class is pointless.  We are searching for something that we will never know the truth of.  If we believe Schweitzer, then probably all of us should withdraw from this class.
