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The use of the expression ‘Lord’ in the biblical tradition has a long and checkered history. In earliest times, Israel’s authors took a widely used Near Eastern expression to indicate a figure with ‘lordship’ and authority who must be obeyed (Adon). But they added a sense of possession: Adonai.


The sacred name JHWH was never pronounced. In speech and public reading, it was replaced with ‘my Lord’ (Adonai). In the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible (the Septuagint) the use of Adonai led to the use of the expression kyrios to refer to God, among its many other meanings.


In the Greek of early Christian times, kyrios could refer to a husband, a political authority, or other respected figures. One finds these variations across the New Testament. Mary Magdalene, thinking the risen Jesus is the gardener, greets him as ‘sir’ (Jn 20:15: kyrie). Convinced by his presence and authoritative command, she announces to the disciples that she has seen ‘the Lord’ [v 20: ton Kyrion]).


The lordship of Jesus was recognised as the early Christians confessed their faith in the crucified and risen Lord (kyrios). Paul insists that the Jesus Christ took on the human condition, suffered, died, and has risen. Because of that every knee should bend and all tongues confess that Jesus is ‘the Lord Jesus Christ’ (Phil 2:10–11: kyrios Iēsous Christos). Jesus is never ‘God’, but ‘the Lord’ whose equality with God (Phil 2:6) has never been lost.


Francis J Moloney, SDB
Salesian College ‘Rupertswood’
Sunbury, Victoria Australia


Nolan elaborates upon the use of kurios in particular contexts, examining the particular Scripture passages where kurios appears. His research is thorough for its time and displays care and attention to detail.


As you begin to read this dissertation of the young Albert Nolan, keep in mind, that this work provided the foundation for Albert’s growing love affair with his God, his country, with all people and with the universe. And may you recognize in these pages the labor of one of the Dominican Order’s most humble and most gentle of giants.


Maribeth Howell, OP


Professor Emerita at Aquinas Institute of Theology in St Louis, USA


As Joerg Rieger eloquently argues in his Christ & Empire, the use of ‘lord’ by the early Christian movement was subversive of empire, a subaltern act of resistance to the claim of the Roman emperor’s claim to be lord. Deploying forms of what James Scott describes as ‘infrapolitics’, both Paul and the Gospels contest notions of the ‘lordship’ of the emperor, reconceptualising the concept through their representations of Jesus. However, as Rieger recognises, as the Church shifts from being a subversive movement to an establishment institution it came to imitate the logic of empire, including appropriating dominating understandings of lordship.


Gerald West


Professor Emeritus, University of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa


When Albert initiated this research, he did so for academic purposes and to further his personal theological knowledge (faith seeking understanding) and spiritual growth. The term ‘lord’ is still very operative in the liturgy and prayer today.


The lordship of Christ is a divine function, a saving function and it was given to Jesus by God. The divine functions are functions of ruling, saving, giving life and sending the Holy Spirit. The term lord is purposeful and meaningful divine service for the benefit of all God’s People, the entire Church and for all of Creation, not to be equated with male-controlled interpretations and connotations of our current times. The clarification of the concept ‘lord’ for Jesus has undergone further clarifications since 1963, but the thesis now in book form, makes it clear that Albert was in search of theological clarification and understanding and he succeeded in his undertaking . . . Albert’s findings make it clear that the title is not patriarchal, or sexist and neither exclusive. He underlines that the title ‘lord’ for Jesus Christ is a function and not a gender concern. The Lordship of Christ is a divine function, a saving function and it was given to Jesus by God. The divine functions are functions of ruling, saving, giving life and sending the Holy Spirit.


Jennifer Slater


Former Professor in Theology, University of South Africa, Pretoria, South Africa.
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Foreword


Maribeth Howell, OP


The name Albert Nolan is familiar to countless readers throughout the world. While his Jesus Before Christianity (1976, revised in 1992) and Jesus Today: A Spirituality of Radical Freedom (2006) are among his most widely read works, most likely every one of Nolan’s writings reflect the soul of an individual who was deeply committed to his God, his country of South Africa, his Dominican family, the Church, and to the liberation of all people.


As a Dominican priest, Nolan fully embraced the Dominican motto Contemplare et contemplate aliis tradere a phrase attributed to St Thomas Aquinas, and which is commonly rendered ‘to contemplate and to give to others the fruits of contemplation’. Without a doubt, Nolan was a man of prayer and a man whose intimate relationship with God was demonstrated by his passion for social justice.1 Many people are unaware of the fact that when he was elected Master of the Dominican Order in 1983, Nolan declined this honour because he believed it more important that he continue to work against apartheid in South Africa, a decision that later required that he spend time in hiding because he was sought by the South African Security Police.


My introduction to Albert Nolan took place many years ago, when I participated in a book study of Jesus Before Christianity. The study group consisted of members of my community, the Dominican Sisters of Adrian, Michigan, USA, and a number of women who were interested in becoming Associate members of my Congregation. We met regularly and had wonderful discussions around this book.


More recently, I have been engaged in my Congregation’s Spirituality Committee, one of several focus groups that emerged following our General Chapter of 2022. Jesus Today: A Spirituality of Radical Freedom, was one of the first books that the Committee studied together. Following a Livestream discussion of this work by members of the Committee, all Sisters and Associates have been encouraged to participate in a discussion group that would engage in reflection and conversation around this book.


In addition to his commitment to democracy and the freedom of all people, when reading Nolan’s writings, his grounding in the Scriptures is immediately evident. His works are permeated with the teachings of Jesus. And this brings us to the current publication of Nolan’s 1963 doctoral work, The Lordship of Jesus Christ in the New Testament, a text written for the Pontifical University of Saint Thomas Aquinas (PUST), in Rome, more commonly referred to as the Angelicum. As is well known, a prerequisite for the conferral of a doctoral degree from the Angelicum, the dissertation must be published. Nolan, believing that publication of his work was an unnecessary expense, chose not to do this.


With this being the first publication of Nolan’s 1963 dissertation, serious readers will obviously find the study dated. Furthermore, it will, most likely be best appreciated by both students and scholars engaged in advanced Scripture study. And because the focus of Nolan’s research is the use of the word kurios in the New Testament, commonly translated ‘Lord’ in English, the topic might be of particular interest to feminist writers, whose concern with the subject would be to explore in greater depth how scholars prior to 1963, understood the use of kurios in the New Testament. Thus, when reading this text, it is important to keep in mind the historical context of Nolan’s study. Since many contemporary feminist theologians react strongly against the use of the word ‘Lord’, both in the Scriptures and especially in worship, Nolan’s study could seem an exercise in sexist interpretation of the Bible. However, it is essential that the reader recognise that Albert Nolan was not sexist. In the Preface of the twenty-fifth anniversary edition of Jesus Before Christianity (2001), Nolan writes:




In 1992 we published a revised edition of the book to correct the sexist language and assumptions of the original. Today I would want to elaborate on that very important aspect of Jesus’ relationships with people, and I would want to make use of the insights of the many women who have commented on the gospels, especially in recent times.2





Thus, within nine years of the revised edition of Jesus Before Christianity, Nolan recognised that his previous revision, though more inclusive in language, did not incorporate feminist contributions to the topic at hand.


While feminist studies of the Scriptures began as early as the 1800’s, a burgeoning of scholarship took place between 1963 and the 1980s. And in recent decades not only have feminist works multiplied in number, but also in methodology. It was in 1963, the same year that Nolan completed his doctoral work, that Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique was published. Friedan’s book is said to have launched a second wave of feminism.3 This was a period of incredible social unrest throughout the world. In addition to the feminist movement, racial and political unrest abounded.


As you begin to read Nolan’s study, do keep in mind its historical context. Both from Nolan’s writings, and from interactions with several women religious who knew him well, I believe that the quotation from Galatians 3:28 best describes his disposition towards all people. ‘There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus’ (NRSV).


The content of Nolan’s doctoral work on kurios is divided into seven chapters. The title of each chapter and its contents are as follows:




	Chapter One: The Manner and Extent of the Word kurios in Scripture. Here, Nolan examines kurios in its varied uses, emphasising that when the title is used of Jesus, it is quite complicated.


	Chapter Two: The Origin and Meaning of kurios. Much of this chapter attends to the 1913 work of Wilhelm Bousset, Kyrios Christos.



	Chapter Three: The Significance of ‘Lordship’ and Exaltation.


	Chapter Four: Lordship and Humiliation. This chapter studies lordship as it applies to the earthly Jesus.


	Chapter Five: Lordship and Manifestation. When was Jesus called and recognised as Lord? While Nolan is firm in his belief that the early Christian community asserted Jesus as Lord ‘at the time of his resurrection and exaltation’, in this chapter he focuses considerable attention upon what he refers to as ‘hidden-manifested Christology’.


	Chapter Six: Lord of the Church and the Cosmos. In this brief chapter, Nolan is concerned with the extent of Christ’s dominion.


	Chapter Seven: Our Lord. The opening paragraph of this chapter reads: ‘Kurious is a relative word. Its correlative is doulos (a slave, servant or subject). There can be no kurious without a corresponding doulos and no doulos without a corresponding kurious.





In each of these chapters Nolan elaborates upon the use of kurios in particular contexts, examining the particular Scripture passages where kurios appears. His research is thorough for its time and displays care and attention to detail. After studying Nolan’s dissertation, and knowing several of his later works on Jesus, specifically Jesus Before Christianity and Jesus Today, and the multiple directions that Christology has evolved in recent decades, one cannot help but wonder how Nolan’s Christology would continue to evolve if he were alive today.


One of the rather astounding characteristics of the two above mentioned books of Nolan, is that the man NEVER refers to his own works! In a world where prolific authors often consider themselves to be the experts on the topic they address, one usually finds abundant references to their previous writings. Not so with Nolan. In neither Jesus Before Christianity, nor in Jesus Today, does Albert cite any of his other writings. In Jesus Before Christianity, the only reference to these works is found in the latter text’s Foreword written by now Cardinal and former Master of the Order of Preachers, Timothy Radcliffe.


As we have seen, Nolan’s dissertation was concerned with and titled The Lordship of Jesus Christ in the New Testament. The study itself, is typical of a doctoral dissertation, citing the works of other scholars and attempting to move that study forward. Those of us who have produced dissertations based on Scripture, know that the task is monumental and challenges one’s fortitude. Such is the nature of a doctoral project. It provides grounding for one to move beyond the scientific and scholarly study of a specific word, passage, or topic. And as in Nolan’s case, a very important word that is used throughout the New Testament.


In Jesus Before Christianity, Nolan moves outside of and far beyond the interest of a dissertation. On page x of the Preface to the Twenty-fifth Anniversary Edition 2001, after referring to the fact that scholarship since the time of the text’s First Edition had not substantially shed new light on the person of Jesus, he states ‘What does make a difference are the new perspectives on Jesus: the perspective of women and the perspective of the new cosmology.’ Keep in mind that this remark is made in reference to Jesus Before Christianity, first published in 1976, not in reference to Nolan’s 1963 dissertation. Thus, what we must acknowledge is that Jesus Before Christianity went far beyond his doctoral work,4 as should be expected, and that the twenty-five years after the First Edition, Nolan recognises how the voices of women and the development of the new cosmology have impacted how we might better understand the person of Jesus. Further in the updated Preface he writes




Today I would be inclined to elaborate on the experience of solidarity with humanity and nature as an experience of solidarity with the whole created universe, with the awe-inspiring unfolding of all things that we call the story of the universe. While the human Jesus would not have known about the expanding universe, he clearly did experience a quite extraordinary unity with all of God’s creation.5





Another aspect of Jesus Before Christianity’s First Edition that Nolan later refers to as a ‘glaring omission’ is attention to the experience of Jesus as a person of prayer. Obviously, a reprint of a text is not a revision of said text, but the fact that Nolan refers to this omission is significant. It is our good fortune that our brother Albert did not remain silent on this topic. He addresses this beautifully in his next major work, Jesus Today: A Spirituality of Radical Freedom, published in 2006. In his Preface to this work, as in the Preface to the Twenty-fifth Anniversary Edition of Jesus Before Christianity, Nolan again refers to the impact that a feminist perspective has had in his thinking (xiii).


While it is beyond the scope of this Foreword to provide a detailed review of Nolan’s last book, I find it necessary to at least identify that text’s four parts. They are: 1) The Signs of Our Times, 2) Jesus’ Spirituality, 3) Personal Transformation Today, and 4) Jesus and the Experience of Oneness. In his Preface he states ‘My aim this time is to look more specifically at what Jesus might mean to you and me and our contemporaries in the twenty-first century. It is a book about spirituality, Jesus’ own spirituality, which I have chosen to call a spirituality of radical freedom’ (xiv). In essence, this book is about relationships. It is about Jesus’ relationship with God, with others, and with all of creation.


As you begin to read this dissertation of the young Albert Nolan, keep in mind, that this work provided the foundation for Albert’s growing love affair with his God, his country, with all people and with the universe. And may you recognise in these pages the labor of one of the Dominican Order’s most humble and most gentle of giants.


Maribeth Howell, OP


Professor Emerita from Aquinas Institute of Theology, St Louis, Missouri, USA


 


1. Here I am reminded of the words of Richard Woods, OP, in an undated article of Dom Life he writes: ‘For Dominicans contemplation and action are not separate elements of our life, but conjoined moments of prayer and ministry. Long before Ignatius of Loyola enjoined his followers to be ‘contemplatives in action,’ it was an intrinsic part of our spirituality.’ https://domlife.org/Being Dominican/Spirituality/contemplationwoods.html (accessed November 13, 2024).


2. Nolan, Albert, Jesus Before Christianity. Twenty-fifth Anniversary Edition (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2001), x.


3. https://www.history.com/news/feminism-four-waves (accessed July 28, 2024).


4. Nolan, Jesus Before Christianity, 2001, x.


5. It is difficult to imagine that Albert Nolan would not have been intrigued by the recent writings of his brother, the renowned theologian, Thomas F O’Meara, OP. Two of O’Meara’s recent texts are Vast Universe: Extraterrestrials and Christian Revelation, Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2012, and Toward a Cosmic Theology: Christian Revelation in a Vast Universe, New York: Paulist Press, 2024.





Introduction


Jennifer Slater


Albert Nolan’s Doctoral Thesis: The Lordship of Jesus in the New Testament, which he submitted in 1963 for examination, is still a significant topic to this day. His work is an academic research whereby he explored the New Testament concept of the ‘Lordship of Christ.’ The research falls within the Systematic Theological environments of Christology and Ecclesiology as well as Biblical Theology. Albert intentionally chose the concept ‘Lordship of Christ’ as a theological ‘problem’ for investigation as it needed clarification especially for Dogmatic Theologians. The then available theological writings published confusion as little clarity was then in existence concerning the issue. Albert’s major source, as with all Dogmatic Theology, was the New Testament and he used it generously and appropriately.


The research consists of seven chapters. The first two chapters consist of the exploration of the term kurios. He examined the manner and the extent to which the term was used during the earthly existence of Jesus and then in the times of the Early Christians (post-resurrection). The origin, meaning and the growing use of the term Kurios, as a form of addressing Jesus, proof complicated and it is very much a post-resurrection term used in Christian liturgy and prayer. What is obvious is that it became a unique title of the Risen Christ as Jesus was never called kurios (Lord) while on earth with all its worldly connotations; instead, he was called Kurie which means respectful teacher. The research verified that lordship was not ascribed to Jesus during his earthly life and the biblical evidence hereof is undisputed. Nevertheless, the use of kurios in the Old Testament was solely attributed to God, whereas during post-resurrection times the title was assigned to Jesus. Referring to Jesus as Lord is therefore a divine title since the resurrected Jesus is recognised as the Lord who sits at the right hand of God, and the title was commonly used in liturgy and private prayer.


In the next two chapters (3and 4) Albert juxtaposes Jesus’ Lordship as Exaltation with Jesus Lordship as Humiliation. He uses the scriptures effectively to show that the early Christians formulated the exultation of Jesus in terms of Psalm 110 and Acts 2:34; 5:31. By conquering death, and by the events of the resurrection, ascension and sending of the Holy Spirit, Jesus moves from his humble, earthly life to his exalted heavenly life (Phil 2:7–9). The divine power of Jesus is, however, a saving power. The disciples ministered in the power and in the name of Jesus (Acts 4:7; I Cor 5:4). Saint Peter claimed that he functioned in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth hence he did so by the power and authority of Jesus Christ. The relation between Lordship and exultation is read as the divine fullness or the divine spirit. By means of this divine ‘gift’ Jesus can perform the divine functions of ruling, judging, saving, giving life and sending the spirit. This, Albert concludes, is what it means to say that God has made Jesus, Lord. The Lordship of Christ is a function, a divine function, a saving function that was given to Jesus.
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