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“You are beautiful in form above all the children of men; grace is poured into your lips.”


—PSALM 45:1
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“There met in Jesus Christ all things that can make man lovely and loveable. In his body he was most beautiful.”


—GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS,
“Sermon for Sunday Evening, November 23rd, 1879, at Bedford Leigh”
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INTRODUCTION
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“God don’t look like that!”


In Flannery O’Connor’s short story, “Parker’s Back,” hoping to please his fundamentalist wife, the tattooed protagonist has the face of a Byzantine Christ inscribed on his back. His wife is not impressed. “Don’t you know who it is?” he cried in anguish. “No, who is it?” Sarah said. “It ain’t anybody I know.”


“It’s him,” Parker said.


“Him who?”


“God!” Parker cried.


“God? God don’t look like that!”


In righteous rage, Sarah picks up a broom and beats her husband until “large welts formed on the face of the tattooed Christ.”


◀  Jesus (detail), mosaic, 12th century, San Marco, Venice








This is a book about how Italian artists of the late Middle Ages and Renaissance interpreted the life, teachings, and miracles of Jesus in their paintings—how they saw Jesus. Despite Veronica’s veil and the Shroud of Turin, no one really knows what Jesus looked like. Still, it seems that everyone—or almost everyone in the parts of the world touched by Christianity—recognizes him when they see him in pictures and think they would recognize him if they saw him in life. Yet Mary Magdalene at the tomb and the disciples on the road to Emmaus did not immediately recognize the risen Jesus. Many of his followers in his own time and today are surprised to hear that they encounter him when they feed the hungry, visit the sick, or welcome the stranger (Matt. 25:31–40). Seeing the face of God is a longed-for, but terrifying prospect throughout much of the Hebrew Bible. When Moses asked the Lord on Mount Sinai to “show me thy glory,” the Lord answered, “You cannot see my face; for man shall not see me and live” (Exod. 33:18–21). Catching only the slightest glimpse of the Lord’s back seared the face of Moses so that his skin shone, and he had to put on a veil when he came before the people (Exod. 34:30–33).


Otherwise deeply rooted in Hebrew tradition and Scripture, the New Testament created its major break with Judaism in presenting the Son of God in human form—an infant, a child, a young man who lived among women and men, walked with them, ate with them, was seen and touched and remembered by them. Although the early Church was still powerfully influenced by the inherited taboo against representations of the divine, it was inevitable that Christians would eventually try to imagine what Jesus looked like and share their reflections with others. When, fearing idolatry, the Byzantine Emperor Leo III ordered the destruction of icons and all holy images in 726, St. John of Damascus, a learned monk, was provoked into writing three rousing treatises defending religious art and condemning the Emperor for interfering with a devout practice.


Identifying Jesus as “the One who accepted to be seen,” St. John argued that Jesus “became matter and through matter worked my salvation; therefore I will not cease from reverencing matter—not as God, but because it is filled with divine energy and grace.”1 Speaking as if an artist himself or on behalf of artists, he declared, “I am emboldened to depict the invisible God, not as invisible, but as he became visible for our sake” (Damascus, I, 22). “I delineate Christ and His sufferings … that seeing these things continually I may remem-ber them and not forget them” (Damascus, III, 132). St. John saw the making of images as a practical aid to devotion, but, more importantly, as an extension of the creativity of God in the Incarnation: “An image is a likeness depicting an archetype…. The Son is a living, natural, and undeviating image of the Father” (Damascus, I, 25). Thus, artists of holy icons not only show reverence for Jesus in the flesh, but by their creative act, they imitate, on a human scale, the creativity of the Father. In 787, bishops at the Second Council of Nicaea, employing many of the same arguments, supported the veneration—not worship—of sacred images in churches and other appropriate places.


It was clear to St. John of Damascus and the bishops, as it must have been to most early Christian artists, that their images were approximations, not the real thing. However, through centuries of repetition, certain representations became iconic archetypes in their own right. Despite reminders and warnings from bishops and Rome that pictures were not to be worshiped, many images were regarded as sacred—as if touched by the divine presence even if not fully inhabited by it. In the early Middle Ages, a popular legend asserted that a woman named Veronica met Jesus on the way to Calvary, wiped his perspiring face with her veil, and when she looked at the veil, she saw that Jesus’s face had been imprinted on it. Depictions of Veronica’s veil, thus, became copies of copies, images of an image that had a claim to authenticity.
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Over time, representations of encounters with Jesus were not only legendary and graphic, but confessional and visionary. The twelfth-century German abbess St. Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179) drew extraordinary symbolic designs of her visions, but she also described them in stunning metaphorical detail. In a vision of the Redeemer, she wrote, “I saw a serene Man coming forth from this radiant dawn, Who poured out His brightness into the darkness; and it drove Him back with great force, so that He poured out the redness of blood and the whiteness of pallor into it, and struck the darkness such a strong blow that the person who was lying in it was touched by Him, took on a shining appearance and walked out of it upright. And so the serene Man Who had come out of that dawn shone more brightly than human tongue can tell, and made His way into the greatest height of inestimable glory, where He radiated in the plenitude of wonderful fruitfulness and fragrance.”2


In the climactic event of his life of prayer and poverty, St. Francis of Assisi (1182–1226) had a vision at Mount La Verna of Christ crucified: “He saw coming down from heaven a Seraph with six resplendent wings. As the seraph, flying quickly, came closer … he could perceive Him clearly, he noticed that He had the likeness of a Crucified Man…. He felt intense joy from the friendly look of Christ, who appeared to him in a very familiar way and gazed at him very kindly.” Seeing God’s Son made Francis happy, but it also left him even more bruised than Moses on Mount Sinai, feeling the stigmata, five wounds of Jesus, on his own body.3 St. Catherine of Siena (1347–1380) reported seeing and speaking with Jesus and receiving a wedding ring from him.4 Julian of Norwich (1342–1416), the fourteenth-century English anchorite, dictated the specifics of her own direct and earthy “revelations” of the presence of Christ. “I saw [the face] bodily, in distress and darkness, and I wished for better bodily sight to see it more clearly. And I was answered in my reason, ‘If God wants to show you more, He will be your light. You need no light but Him.’ I saw Him and sought Him…. And then several more times our good Lord let me see more clearly so that I truly understood that it was indeed a showing. It was the form and likeness of the foul, dead covering which our fair, bright, blessed Lord bore when He took on human flesh for our sins. It made me think of the holy vernicle at Rome, on which He printed His own sacred face during His cruel passion.”5


However one interprets the psychological and spiritual nature of these testimonies, it is clear that each involves a “picturing” of Jesus without actually saying what he looks like. Light, color, and intensity of feeling create an atmosphere that is both particular and vague. Each is a contemplation of a scene or scenes from Scripture, of the Passion, of Christ on the cross, and, in the case of Hildegard, of a concentrated allegorical crystallization of Christ’s redemption of the world through confronting evil, spilling his own blood, and lifting fallen humankind. Fanciful and bizarre as they may seem, the visions are not without a basis in the Gospels, yet even for those who were literate in the first sixteen hundred years of Christianity, the Gospels were not unmediated texts.


By the early Middle Ages, paintings of biblical scenes and statues of holy figures were everywhere in churches, monasteries, and convents. Julian’s vision began with her looking at the face of Jesus on a crucifix. St. Francis’s conversion began with his praying before a painted cross in the ruined church of San Damiano. St. Teresa of Avila (1515–1582) wrote “that entering the oratory one day, I saw an image … representing Christ sorely wounded, and so conducive it was to devotion that when I looked at it I was deeply moved … so well did it picture what He suffered for us…. I threw myself down beside him…. I was placing all my confidence in God. I believe I told Him then that I would not rise from that spot until He had granted me what I was beseeching of Him…. I was particularly attached to the prayer in the Garden, where I would go to keep Him company.”6


Visions, however idiosyncratic, were helped by pictures. Before the invention of printing and the increasing availability of books, “reading” Scripture, even for the learned, was inseparable from seeing. Approaching Jesus in prayer and contemplating his face in meditation were informed by, and in many cases shaped by, a world abounding in imagery. Holy images were so extensive and popular an aid to devotion that veneration was often difficult to distinguish from worship. Highly emotional attachments to images of regional patrons or to Jesus and Mary associated with miraculous cures were impossible for the Church to regulate.


Protestant reformers, especially Calvin and Zwingli, condemned sacred images as idols and forbade their use in their churches. In 1539, Calvin declared, “I inveigh against the accursed worship of images.”7 In 1547 he wrote in an “Antidote to the Council of Trent,” “Church councils support idolatry; the Papists deem it holy and lawful…. If such interpreters of holy things are listened to … the religion of the Egyptians will be preferable to the Christians” (Calvin, 151). The article “Concerning Idols and Images” in the Second Helvetic Confession of 1566 states, “We reject the images of Christians. Although Christ assumed human nature, He did not assume it that He might display a figure for the making of statues or paintings.”8 Martin Luther did not join other reformers in condemning imagery; nevertheless, the bishops at the final session of the Council of Trent in 1563 decided that a defense of sacred images should be added to their response to Luther’s critique of abuses and superstition in the Church. Distinguishing between “honoring” and “worshiping” in the Decree on Sacred Images, the Council fathers reiterated traditional teaching on the subject: “Images of Christ … and saints are to be placed and retained especially in churches and due honor and veneration is to be given them; not, however, that any divinity or virtue is believed to be in them. The honor which is shown them is referred to the prototypes which they represent.”9


It is an indication of the enormous, not fully controllable influence and variety of sacred imagery that concern over excesses and deviations from the articles of faith emerged among Christians well before and after the Reformation. Some religious orders, especially the Franciscans, encouraged the use of figurative aids to popular devotion, whereas others, particularly the Cistercians, stressed austerity, building monasteries and churches with little or no ornamentation. Even after Trent, some within the Church continued to worry about the orthodoxy, not to mention the decorum, of some religious art of the period. The Council fathers had warned that “images should not be painted with lascivia, sensual appeal.”10 But where is the line to be drawn between inspiration and “sensual appeal?” In his influential Discourses on Sacred and Profane Images, published in Bologna in 1582, Cardinal Gabriele Paleotti, churchman, collector, and connoisseur, showed little patience for puritanical iconoclasts inside or outside the Church: “There is no one so stupid and senseless that he does not feel great pleasure from beautiful pictures.”11 Paleotti, like most bishops of the period, was not advocating unfettered license for artists. He complained that some artists, seeking fame, show body parts whereas “saints were always very respectable and never allowed any unsuitable part of their bodies to be revealed to view, [yet] our painters form them with their legs and shoulders bared and worse” (Paleotti, 314). In one of his rare references to representations of Jesus, Paleotti worried about depicting the Savior nude: “None of the evangelists says that, when our Lord was crucified, his pudenda were covered with any cloth or veil, but nevertheless, it is reasonable and so widely supposed in Christianity for centuries that they were, that to call it into question almost looks like impiety” (Paleotti, 171).


The cardinal’s “almost” revealed an almost modern sensibility open to the ambiguities and uncertainties in all efforts at regulation and classification of works of art. He saw, with an acute eye and a cultivated sensibility, how art crosses boundaries of language, class, and nation. “Pictures serve as a book open to the capacities of everyone because they are composed in a language common to persons of every sort, men, women, humble folk, great folk, and the learned and intelligent, the ignorant, and so may be understood by all nations and all intellectual levels without any interpreter or teacher” (Paleotti, 115). Few art critics or historians today would agree that things are this simple, but it is undeniable that Paleotti was making an important argument about the nature of imagery and its relatively direct appeal to a broad spectrum of potential viewers.


Paleotti’s most original and important insight about art had to do with what many might see as its primary limitation, its fixity in time and space. He saw the concentration of a painting, its capacity to capture and focus on more than one action, feeling, and mood within one frame, as its greatest strength: “Images encompass the broadest and gravest concepts in a confined space, with no hunting through volumes or page turning … revealing the greatness of the potency, wisdom, justice, and mercy of God and the sum of all celestial virtues in a single point” (Paleotti, 115). The cardinal’s mention of “volumes” undoubtedly referred to theological treatises and biblical commentaries. He did not go so far as to say that looking at a holy picture is better than reading Scripture, but he came very close. He did imply, especially if the picture is by a gifted artist, that looking at it with a devout disposition is not only a great time-saver, but a near guarantee of an intense, pointed, illuminating religious experience. Luther and Calvin were scandalized to think that Scripture (or their commentaries) might, in some circumstances, for some people, take a secondary place after religious imagery. Of course, Teresa and Francis, Hildegard, and Julian did not think that Scripture was secondary or superfluous. None of their visionary moments were separable from the Gospels.


The growing differences in emphasis and ultimately a collision of views about the relevance of imagery to Christian faith and piety came to a head in the sixteenth century partly because of abuses, partly because of increasing literacy and the desire of larger numbers of Christians to be free to be their own interpreters of Scripture, but also because religious figures in paintings were looking more and more like real human beings. A repeated criticism of the pictures of Caravaggio (1571–1610) was that they showed Jesus, Mary, and the disciples as ordinary people of the Roman streets. The irony is that, for Christians like Hildegard and Francis, Julian, and Teresa, the humanity of Jesus, as their testimony shows, only enhanced their love and made possible their identification with him. Furthermore, their solitary meditations before sacred images were instances of highly individual, independent interpretation. Nobody told Hildegard, Francis, Julian, or Teresa how to read their moments alone with Christ.
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While early accounts of visionary experiences were often intensely personal and autobiographical, there quickly developed other modes of representing Jesus—attempts to bring him closer into view. These built on, but went beyond, the words of the Gospels. Retelling the life of Jesus—reading between the lines of Scripture—is almost as old a tradition as the New Testament canon itself. Looking at a sampling of “Lives of Jesus,” one finds—not surprisingly—a movement from medieval devotional meditations based on faith to an increasingly critical reliance on historical evidence and methodology in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. What is surprising is the consistency with which all these projects stressed the desire to bring the humanity of Christ into a sharper focus than what Scripture or tradition provides. Who was Jesus really? How did he live? What was his world like? Is it possible to find common ground between him and us?


In Meditations on the Life of Christ (circa 1350), once thought to have been the work of St. Bernard de Clairvaux (1090–1153), Bernard is quoted as advocating “contemplation of the humanity of Christ,” rather than of his “Majesty or Celestial Court,” as the practice by means of which the ordinary Christian will eventually be able to come to understand and love Jesus in his full glory. The reader is invited to reflect on “those needs of His infancy, then of the labors He bore in preaching, of the exertions of going to many places, of the vigils in praying, of temptations in fasting, of tears of having pity, of injuries in speaking, of dangers in false brothers.”12 Like many medieval thinkers, the author of The Meditations believed that spiritual insight came about through a series of steps. In order to attain a vision of the divine Christ, it is first necessary to recall not the miracle worker, not the person transfigured on the mountain, but the human preacher subject to fatigue, temptation, sorrow, and betrayal.


From the beginning, the author of Meditations assured readers that his text was firmly rooted in the Bible. He offered the example of St. Cecilia, who “always carried the Gospel of Christ hidden in her bosom … on which to meditate day and night” (Meditations, 1). Since Cecilia was a Roman martyr of the third century when manuscripts were not readily available, one can assume that what the saint “carried” was her memories of verses and scenes from the New Testament. Presumably, such intimate, interior, but not necessarily literal, familiarity with the Gospels allowed the Roman martyr and the author of the Meditations a certain leeway in recalling episodes from Jesus’s life. For example, in his commentary on Luke 4:21 in which Jesus read from Isaiah in the synagogue, the fourteenth-century author wrote, “All listened intently because of the virtue of His saintly and beautiful words and His humble and noble appearance, for He was very beautiful and very wise, as foretold by the prophet [Psalm 45:1] … ‘You are beautiful in form above all the children of men; grace is poured into your lips’” (Meditations, 135). Doubtless aware that his text might be illustrated, the author provided the outlines of a scene, not very detailed, but clear about the good looks of the main character.


Picturesque details do, from time to time, emerge in the medieval text. In meditating on Jesus’s calling of the disciples, narrated with economy in the Gospels, the author expanded on the scene with loving poetic license: “Reflect thus and see Him as he calls them with longing, being kind, fraternal, benign, and helpful … even taking them home to His mother…. He cared for them as a mother for her son…. Blessed Peter told how, when they were asleep in one place, the Lord rose at night and covered them, for He loved them most tenderly” (Meditations, 138–39).


Reflection, even when used in the religious sense, is inseparable from seeing. Although prayerful reading and contemplation may lead to generalized considerations of virtue, grace, mercy, and redemption, they almost always begin or end with a picture. As Elaine Scarry reminds us, the Gospels themselves are invitations to “come and see,” “come and see” (John 1:39, 46): “The centrality of this act of witnessing cannot be overstated. It is there not primarily to assure the distant reader that the story is true, that it happened; rather, the story is itself the story of the permission to witness, the story of the sentient body of God being seen and touched by the sentient body of man.”13


Few texts have been more influential or explicit in making the connection between the visible and the invisible, imagination and devotion, than The Spiritual Exercises composed by St. Ignatius Loyola between 1522 and 1524. Practical—point by point, hour by hour, day by day—mental disciplines were prescribed over a four-week period as parts of a method for deepening the interior life. Ignatius urged those following his method to “imagine,” “look at,” “see” key scenes in the life of Jesus, beginning with his birth: “See the place…. See with the eyes of the imagination the road from Nazareth to Bethlehem; considering the length and breadth of it, whether it is a flat road or goes through valleys or over hills…. Look at the place or grotto of the Nativity, to see how big or small it was, how low or high, and what was in it. See the people…. See Our Lady and Joseph and the servant girl, and, after His Birth, the Child Jesus.”14 Ignatius provided an apocryphal servant for the Holy Family, but otherwise he stayed close to Luke’s Gospel narrative, framing the event but not elaborating on it. He wanted the person following his instructions not simply to observe the Nativity, but to place himself or herself within it, fill in the details, seeking a role as servant to the child and imitator of the patient love of Mary and Joseph. “I watch them, contemplate them, and serve them in their needs as if I were present” (“Spiritual Exercises,” 306).


For Ignatius, “the eyes of the imagination,” if directed toward the Gospels by a sincere person, were eyes capable of seeing Jesus in his time and place as they were or might have been. “Seeing” was not only “believing,” but it was the imaginative beginning of a process of interpretation and translation into ideas about God and behavior pleasing to Him. Influenced by Greek theories of allegory, Christians had long been accustomed to reading Scripture on four levels: the literal, the anagogical (spiritual), moral, and typological (finding patterns of parallelism between the Old and New Testaments). Each of these interpretive approaches was believed to uncover a truth and, taken together, to reveal the richness, both immediate and mysterious, instructive and inspiring, of the sacred texts. Reason and logic were not disregarded, but ingenuity and imagination were also needed. Perhaps, most significantly, despite dogmatic institutional attempts to establish fixed interpretations, a traditional and habitual Christian sensitivity to multiple meanings allowed for a capacious, often inventive, concept of truth. Facts were never just facts. Words were never just words. They were loaded with possibilities. Like images.
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What, for Ignatius, was a path to a profound interior intimacy with Jesus was, for Luther, Calvin, and other Reformers, a road to superstition and perdition. “Many threw Scripture around as if it were a tennis ball,” complained Calvin. “Anybody could do anything, and many did; there was no madness so absurd or so great but that it could be practiced in the name of some allegory.”15 According to Calvin, the words of Scripture should not be twisted but read for what they actually say. It is a paradox in the history of Christianity that while striving for increasing consolidation of dogma under its authority, the Church of Rome has long tolerated—or has been unable to restrain—traditions of scriptural exegesis and artistic representation heavily dependent on a liberal exercise of the imagination.


The Protestant emphasis on textual accuracy and precision of meaning prepared the way for scholarly efforts to search for a historical basis for the Gospels and the person of Jesus. Reading Scripture metaphorically or imagining Jesus’s physical features and the color of his garments did not seem the best way to do this. Between 1730 and 1750, Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694–1768), professor of Oriental languages, son of a German Lutheran pastor, wrote The Goal of Jesus and His Disciples.16 Albert Schweitzer (1875–1965) called it “one of the greatest events in the history of criticism, a masterpiece of general literature.”17 Reimarus’s text, a cause of considerable controversy in the Lutheran Church, was not published until 1778, ten years after his death, by the poet philosopher Gotthold Lessing. According to Schweitzer, “Before Reimarus, no one had attempted to form a historical conception of the life of Jesus. Luther had not so much as felt that he cared to gain a clear idea of the order of the recorded events” (Schweitzer, 13).


Schweitzer admired Reimarus not for the persuasiveness of his theoretical argument but for his serious effort to construct a historically feasible account of Jesus’s ministry based on a comparison of Old and New Testament texts. While praising Reimarus’s method, Schweitzer dismissed his conclusions: “The constructions of Reimarus … have no solidity; they are mere products of the imagination” (Schweitzer, 90). Reimarus would not have appreciated the reference to imagination. In his discussion of the narrative of the baptism of Jesus in Matthew 3:13–17, he wrote that it was “nothing but a vision of John the Baptist. Now because visions are nothing other than ideas of the imagination and the imagination only employs concrete images, it is no wonder that a dove came down from heaven” (Reimarus, 56). Matthew’s text actually says, “The Spirit of God descending like a dove” (Matt. 3:16). But for Reimarus, “like” was not good enough. His Jesus was nothing more than a pious Jew and charismatic preacher who mistakenly thought he would instigate a political revolt and bring about a new secular kingdom in Israel. “There are no exalted mysteries or points of doctrine which he explains, proves, and proclaims. There are just moral teachings and simple duties of life” (Reimarus, 40).


Reimarus thought that there was sufficient historical basis in the Old and New Testaments to justify exploring them critically; and he believed that Jesus, though not divine, was a holy man “exceptionally loved by God” (Reimarus, 52). By contrast, Paul-Henri Thiry, Baron d’Holbach (1723–1789), a German-born, naturalized Frenchman, author of Ecce Homo! An Eighteenth Century Life of Jesus (1770), called the New Testament “a work of confusion, obscurity, and barbarity of style calculated to confuse the ignorant … a confused collection of miracles, anachronisms, and contradictions.”18 Not a trained historian or theologian, he thought that Jesus “was a stumbling block to most people.” The Baron did not wish to identify himself with the ignorant lower classes “from the dregs of society who embraced the religion of Jesus … who in his sermons addressed only the uncultivated” (d’Holbach, 40). “Dregs of society” are not quite the words Jesus would have used, but he might have thought that the Baron, in his own confused way, had understood at least one essential element of his ministry.


By far, the most original, detailed, professional, and influential of the nineteenth-century historical lives of Jesus was David Friedrich Strauss’s Das Leben Jesu (The Life of Jesus Critically Examined), first published in German in 1835, translated into English by George Eliot in 1846.19 A scholar of Hebrew and Greek, Strauss emphasized the importance of applying careful textual analysis of the original biblical languages. As he compared sections from the Gospels, he questioned the validity of those instances in which chronology, context, and details differ significantly. Consistency was not Strauss’s only test of authenticity. He often applied what he considered a common-sense standard of probability. For example, in reference to Jesus’s acknowledgment to the Samaritan woman at the well (John 4:25–26) that he was the Messiah, Strauss wrote, “It is improbable that Jesus … should make an early and distinct disclosure on the subject to a Samaritan woman. In what respect was she worthy?” (Strauss, 307). As so often is the case, Strauss asked the right question, but seemed surprisingly obtuse in phrasing it rhetorically rather than searching for an answer, since the “improbability” of the situation and the “unworthiness” of the woman were exactly the categories that Jesus challenged throughout his ministry. When Strauss observed that the “abruptness and impetuosity of the calling of Matthew (Lk. 5:27–28) … is not the course of real life,” one has to wonder whether his critical literalism leaves much leeway for impetuosity or room for real life.


There is no doubt that Strauss made a sincere effort to pursue his project objectively and that he was sometimes successful in doing so, but, like other historians and theologians, his “objectivity” was not free from bias. Although his work scandalized conventional Lutherans of his day, he showed himself to be a descendant of Luther when he observed, “The less the Church retained the words of Jesus, the more tenaciously she clung to the efficacy of his mantle, and the further she was removed from the free spiritual energy of the apostle Paul, the more consolatory was the idea of carrying home his curative energy in a pocket handkerchief” (Strauss, 462). Luther would have said this more plainly and bluntly, but the sentiment is his. Jesus’s words, not his actions or miracles, are what matter. In Strauss’s conclusion to his search for the historical Jesus, the Jesus who touched lepers, ate with sinners, and washed the feet of his disciples dissolved into an abstraction: “Jesus is the Archetype, the actualization of the ideal of humanity” (Strauss, 770).


Raised by Catholic parents and trained in seminaries by priests, the French philosopher Ernest Renan (1823–1892) lost his faith in the divinity of Christ but not his determination to understand the personality and charismatic magnetism of Jesus. Like Strauss, he was a student of Scripture and a scholar of Hebrew, but rather than restrict himself to a critical comparison of texts, he went to the Holy Land, observed Jews and Muslims, walked in the footsteps of Jesus, and came up with his own theory: Jesus rid himself of his Jewish traits, thus becoming the first, civilized Christian. “Nothing we call civilization had reached [the Jews of Jesus’s time]…. Although goodness among them was often superficial and without depth, their habits were quiet and they were in some degree intelligent and shrewd.”20 “One of the principal defects of the Jewish race is its harshness in controversy, and the abusive tone that it almost always infuses into it … [but] Jesus was exempt from almost all the defects of his race” (Renan, 228).


Renan’s Jesus was not Reimarus’s “pious Jew” or Strauss’s archetype, but the original Aryan Christian with the personality of a French Romantic. The secret of Jesus’s power, according to Renan, was not his divinity but his charm. “As often happens in very elevated natures, tenderness of the heart was transformed in him into an infinite sweetness, a vague poetry, a universal charm” (Renan, 80). “An infinite charm was exhaled from his person” (Renan, 84). “His amiable character, accompanied doubtless by one of those lovely faces which sometimes appear in the Jewish race, fascinated those around him” (Renan, 85). “The charm of his speech and of his person captivated people” (Renan, 119). Little wonder that, in reviewing centuries of efforts to locate the historical Jesus, Albert Schweitzer observed that “each epoch found its reflection in Jesus; each individual created Him in accordance with his own character. There is no historical task which so reveals a man’s true self as a writing of the Life of Jesus” (Schweitzer, 4). Schweitzer went so far as to say that the much-admired Reimarus was motivated by hate, “not so much of the person of Jesus as of the supernatural nimbus that surrounded him” (Schweitzer, 4). “Hate” is a strong word; it hardly seems the rational corrective to the alleged excesses of those who wrote lovingly of Jesus. But if, as Schweitzer says, “hate as well as love can write a life of Jesus” (Schweitzer, 4), anti-Semitism must be included with the desire to find a believable Jesus as a motivating factor in Renan’s popular Life.


Aware of the pitfalls of approaching Jesus through unacknowledged personal or cultural biases, Schweitzer began his influential study of The Quest of the Historical Jesus (1906) by acknowledging two of his own primary assumptions, perhaps hoping that his readers would accept them as authoritative, transparent statements of universal truths. First was his claim to German superiority in the field of theology. Second was his faith in the progress of knowledge. “Nowhere save in the German temperament can there be found in the same perfection the living complex of conditions and factors—of philosophic thought, historical insight, and religious feeling—without which no deep theology is possible” (Schweitzer, 1). Of course, writing in German as a German theologian, Schweitzer placed himself in the company of the “perfect” for whom “the successive stages of the progress of modern dogma … is the experience of true knowledge” (Schweitzer, 1). If the reader accepts the two premises of Schweitzer’s first page, it follows logically that he must have been right when he pointed to miracles as one of the main obstacles in seeing Jesus as he truly was. Schweitzer reassured the reader that Strauss had already solved the problem: “These events have no rightful place in history, but are simply mythical elements in the sources” (Schweitzer, 10). With miracles out of the way, further progress can be made.
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In what sense has progress been made? Refinement in scholarly technique, the number and availability of sources, and archaeological discoveries have brought about improved research in biblical history. But is the picture of Jesus clearer than it was for Hildegard or Julian? Francis or Ignatius? Matthew or Luke? Was Jesus a misguided but pious Jew? A charming Frenchman? A perfect German? A figment of Paul’s imagination? An archetype? An ideal? The Messiah? Since Schweitzer’s landmark work, hundreds of scholarly studies, dozens of novels, films, and at least two popular musicals have focused on the life of Jesus. In 1937 the French Catholic novelist François Mauriac published his own version of The Life of Jesus, largely in response to Renan, but also to Strauss, attesting to Christ’s divinity and full humanity. Commenting on the story of Jesus meeting the Samaritan woman at the well and declaring himself the Messiah, Mauriac had a lesson for the anti-Semitic Renan and the rational literalist Strauss: “If there is a part of the Christian message which men have refused and rejected with invincible obstinacy, it is faith in the equal value of all souls, of all races, before the Father who is in heaven.”21


Founded in 1985, the Jesus Seminar, an American committee of over one hundred scholars, met twice a year comparing notes on what they considered to be historically legitimate interpretations of Jesus’s life and teachings. Members translated the four Gospels and the Gospel of Thomas, The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus (1993),22 into a modern idiomatic American English which they thought reflected the earthy informality of the Aramaic spoken by Jesus and his disciples. Jesus’s words to the leper, “I will; Be clean” (Mk. 1:41), became, “Okay. You’re clean.” The “taste” of the “salt of the earth” (Matt. 5:13) became “zing.” Some members of the group thought Jesus was a fairly ordinary Jew of his day who liked parties and probably had a wife or mistress. Of course, controversy followed. In 1997, New Testament scholar Luke Timothy Johnson published The Real Jesus: The Misguided Quest for the Historical Jesus and the Truth of the Traditional Gospels23 criticizing the qualifications, methodology, and objectivity of Seminar members. Referring to the organizer of the Seminar as its “ringmaster-entrepreneur,” Johnson called the work of the group “more provocative stylistically than substantively” and its members “by no means representative of the cream of New Testament scholarship in this country” (Johnson, 3).


Among modern studies of Jesus as a historical figure, the most balanced, carefully researched, readable work is John P. Meier’s A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, published in three volumes between 1991 and 2001. Meier asked himself, “Why join the legion of scholars who have peered narcissistically into the pool of the historical Jesus only to see themselves?”24 He answered his own question by reasserting the magnetism and influence of Jesus in world religion and culture, but also with the hope that he, unlike most of his predecessors, might successfully find some objective ground, proceeding as if “a Catholic, a Protestant, a Jew, and an agnostic—all honest historians … were locked up in the bowels of the Harvard Divinity School library, put on a Spartan diet, and not allowed to emerge until they had hammered out a consensus document on who Jesus of Nazareth was” (Meier, 1). Meier’s “consensus document” was an impressive scholarly achievement that he, as a Catholic, did not claim to be a “substitute for faith.” “What made Jesus unusual, if not unique, was his integration of the roles of exorcist, [miracle worker], moral teacher, gatherer of disciples, and eschatological prophet all into one person” (Meier, 407). Meier considered many more texts, facts, and perspectives than most earlier authors, but, like others with a historical and textual orientation, he did not attempt to picture Jesus. Certainly, Reimarus, Strauss, and Schweitzer did not attempt physical portraits of Jesus and doubtless would have thought any such effort would have been nothing but idle speculation.
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The advent of moving pictures in the twentieth century provided a unique opportunity to represent credible characterizations of Jesus and his disciples, but, from the start, Hollywood was never concerned with historical or textual accuracy. On the contrary, the more fanciful and outrageous, the better. In Cecil B. DeMille’s King of Kings (1927) a scantily dressed, heavily made-up Mary Magdalene (played by a dancer from the Ziegfeld Follies) relaxed on a couch petting a panther in a palace when she heard that her boyfriend Judas was hanging out with a carpenter. Jesus was portrayed as a tall, middle-aged, bearded figure who seemed to be suffering from arthritis as he walked stiffly among the crowds smiling benignly and blessing people. Despite Technicolor, wide screens, sound, and appearances by Claude Rains and John Wayne, neither inspiration nor verisimilitude improved in the 1965 The Greatest Story Ever Told. Jesus, played by a melancholy Max von Sydow, spoke with a Swedish accent utterly devoid of “zing.”


In Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ (2004), historical “reality” was confused with prolonged close-ups of so much blood and brutality in depicting the scourging of Jesus that he would never have made it to Calvary unless he really was Superman. An exception to Hollywood’s biblical follies was Pier Paolo Pasolini’s 1964 The Gospel According to St. Matthew. Filmed in black and white with nonprofessional actors, the film followed the text and rapid pacing of the Gospel as in a newsreel.


Even the briefest review of Lives of Jesus makes one thing clear: It is difficult to improve on the Gospels. Perhaps no one really thinks that is what meditations, spiritual exercises, scholarly studies, or popular entertainments are attempting. After all, responding to the Gospels, trying to understand them and their central figure, is what the Evangelists and Jesus himself invited.


In one sense, every commentary, vision, analysis, redaction, and reduction becomes part of the dialogue that Jesus began when he called Peter, Andrew, James, and John to follow him. What, then, is one to do with all the variant versions of Christ? The most obvious answer both for the person of faith and for the agnostic is to choose from among the multitudes the guides who seem most persuasive, even if they themselves are not in agreement. Strauss might share a study with Ignatius; the activist Teresa a cell with the solitary Julian. Arguments, doubts, and differences are to be expected. They occur constantly throughout the Gospels. But, as seems not to have been the case with Schweitzer or the Jesus Seminar, to be fair the field of enquiry must remain open. If the intervention of the supernatural into the natural world is ruled out from the start, not only is the entire tradition of the Hebrew Bible and the Gospels dismissed, but the reasons for arguing about Jesus in the first place lose most of their urgency and importance. Unless the Incarnation and the dual nature of Christ as “perfect in divinity and perfect in humanity”25 are kept in the picture as possibilities, the picture becomes so colorless that it almost disappears into insignificance.
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No one would accuse Italian Medieval and Renaissance religious painters or their paintings of being colorless or insignificant. As theologian Jaroslav Pelikan observed in Jesus Through the Centuries: His Place in the History of Culture, “Jesus is responsible over fifteen centuries for a massive and magnificent outpouring of creativity that is probably without parallel in the history of art.”26 Within those fifteen centuries, Italian artists of the fourteenth through seventeenth centuries were not only astonishingly productive, original, and brilliant, but they were and remain also an inspiring and challenging assembly of guides to the Gospels and the person of Jesus. Despite sharing a cultural and religious tradition, they were not all alike. Giotto and Tintoretto, Fra Angelico and Caravaggio, would have had a lot to talk about, but it is likely that their voices would have been raised and gestures agitated in the process. With a few exceptions, painters of the period were not learned in religious philosophy or history. But, with fewer exceptions, they were believing Christians who shared not only faith, but also doubts about their salvation and their relationship with the Christ whom they were so often called upon to imagine and represent. Without knowing the details, all of them would have known from sermons and from the culture into which they had been born that the mystery of Christ’s dual nature was the central doctrine of the Church. They probably were not interested in whether the mystery or problem could be “solved” or explained philosophically, historically, reverently, or skeptically. But they knew instinctively that it could be addressed aesthetically. As Pelikan wrote, “Alongside the ‘dogma of Christ’ there has always been the ‘image of Christ’” (Pelikan, 5).


In the introduction to The Image of Christ: The Catalogue of the Exhibition, Seeing Salvation held at the National Gallery in London in 2000, Gallery director Neil MacGregor wrote, “The exhibition … looks at the difficulties Christian artists have had to confront when representing Jesus … God who became man … the pictorial problems it led to.”27 In contrast with some art critics, MacGregor did not assume that the “pictorial” is an exclusive category devoid of philosophical, emotional, or religious content. “To approach Christian paintings in purely formal terms … is surely to risk losing the heart of the matter” (MacGregor, 6). “Christian art is theology in visual form” (MacGregor, 45).


As MacGregor, of course, recognized, collections of sacred paintings in museums are unique treasures and have been, through periods of revolution, war, and religious strife, the salvation of works that otherwise almost surely would have been lost or destroyed. Yet he also realized that placing religious pictures apart from their original settings and exhibiting them to modern viewers of mixed or no religious background risks isolating them to the extent that they become unreadable except in purely formalist terms. Art historian David Freedberg saw the separation of sacred and formal as a kind of cultural elitism: “I would be happy if the long-standing distinction between objects that elicit particular responses because of imputed ‘religious’… powers and those that are supposed to have purely ‘aesthetic’ function could be collapsed.”28


What is to be done? The 2000 National Gallery exhibit of The Image of Christ was one very good answer. By grouping objects according to their devotional purposes and guiding the viewer with commentaries on their relevance to the Christian narrative and Christian practices, the curators provided a framework or, better, a lens through which visitors could expand their vision, comprehension, and capacity for empathy. Books about religious art also must be curated. Pictures are organized and presented by authors and editors according to date, artist, location, collection, or according to the religious context and culture in which they were produced. When the works collected date from the early Middle Ages, as John Drury pointed out, “We are visitors to this world … even if we are Christians.”29
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