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  Introduction


  Nicholas Perrin


  In the introduction to his 1914 English translation of Albert Schweitzer’s first book on Jesus, The Mystery of the Kingdom of God, Walter Lowrie writes:


  Obviously it was not the weakness of the book, but rather its strong originality and in particular the trenchant way in which it demolished the “liberal life of Jesus” which accounts for the passive hostility with which it was greeted. In fact it contained more than could be readily digested either by a liberal or a conservative mind. . . . The reception accorded to Schweitzer’s work does not seem creditable. It was met by something like a conspiracy of silence.[1]


  As best as we can tell, Lowrie was right. Schweitzer’s breathtaking account of an apocalyptic historical Jesus, presented in both Mystery of the Kingdom and The Quest of the Historical Jesus (1910 [1906]), had met with mixed reviews from both liberal and conservative peers. And, generally speaking, where one did not find mixed reviews, there was an icy silence. Even with his Paul and His Interpreters (1911), a comparatively restrained work which sought to emphasize the apocalyptic and mystical side of the apostle to the Gentiles, Schweitzer would not get a much better reception. In fact, the liberal scholar Ernst von Dobschütz was so scandalized by Schweitzer’s “thoroughgoing eschatology” that for a time he even dedicated himself wholly to refuting the position, converting his personal animus into a kind of international lecture road show.[2] Today, one may be forgiven for wondering whether Schweitzer ever regarded his hard-hitting experience as a young scholar to be a kind of mental preparation for his later experience of World War I. As in modern-day warfare, so in the academic guild: stick your head too far above the trench and you will undoubtedly draw fire from opposing lines.


  But when it came to Schweitzer’s accounts of Jesus and Paul, matters were even more complicated than one might expect in a typical war. For in this regard, as Lowrie also rightly points out, Schweitzer faced not one but two opposing lines: a conservative trench manned by those who were accustomed to reading Jesus and Paul according the Biblicist tradition, and on the other side a counterpart which did not take kindly to calls to surrender its much-loved liberal lives of Jesus and Paul. This is not to say that no one across the theological spectrum saw promising glimmers of hope in Schweitzer’s account—some certainly did. For respondents on both sides, Schweitzer’s conclusions made for a handy sledgehammer capable of destroying the icons of the opposing theological positions. But even here there was a nagging ambivalence, for even the most fervent iconoclast had to recognize that the hammer of an apocalyptic Jesus and mystical Paul swung both ways: conservative and liberal icons alike would have to pay the price—and that was a cost too dear. Nor did it help matters that at the time Schweitzer’s argument resisted any categorization within easily recognizable schools of thought. In this sense the Alsatian was neither fish nor fowl, and paid his own price accordingly. Transcending the categories and camps of his own day, he fell victim to his own daring and originality.


  When I consider the life and writings of my friend N. T. (Tom) Wright, I am struck by certain comparisons and contrasts with the life and work of Schweitzer. First, there is a relatively obvious comparison in relation to their respective portraits of Jesus and Paul. By his own acknowledgment, Bishop Wright offers us a Jesus that bears a certain family semblance to the Jesus of Schweitzer. To recall a memorable metaphor from Jesus and the Victory of God, Schweitzer and Wright share the same Autobahn. Likewise, for Schweitzer as for Wright, mystical union with Christ is central to their mutual understanding of the apostle Paul. While Schweitzer and Wright are far from two peas in a pod, they nonetheless share certain basic views on Jesus and Paul.


  There is a further point of comparison between Tom Wright and Albert Schweitzer: both figures in their own time managed to defy conventional templates of “conservative” or “liberal.” In the case of Schweitzer, Lowrie is undoubtedly right that both conservatives and liberals had trouble “digesting” him. In the case of Wright, his work too has resisted such labels as “conservative” or “liberal,” even as he has been simultaneously invoked and dismissed by both. Perhaps, indeed, this fact makes for one of the most compelling yet finally intangible evidences that Tom Wright, in his accounts of Jesus and Paul, is onto something. In any case, Wright and Schweitzer have shared a mutual determination to remain as historians unhindered by the constraints of theological tradition. Of course neither writer is simply interested in history for history’s sake; they both have theological interests. But in their respective studies of Jesus and Paul, both in their own way insist on keeping theology off the stage, even if it was found to be waiting in the wings all along. Or as Bishop Tom puts it elsewhere in this volume, it’s a matter of Scripture “setting the questions rather than establishing the answers.” Quite apart from personal judgments as to the merits of this approach or even its possibility (as shall become clear in the following pages, certain contributors to this volume raise their own doubts on this score), it is impossible to deny a certain verve and freshness that comes of it. Apart from such new and bold ways of looking at the historical Jesus and the historical Paul, theology itself runs the risk of becoming either hopelessly abstract or desperately stale. When the bread of theological conversations begins to harden on the shelf, both the church and the academy—whether they know it or not, whether they like it or not—find themselves looking to the occasional Schweitzer or Wright to provide a fresh batch of yeast. New yeast yields new bread, which delivers us from our soon-to-be-petrified ways of thinking and speaking.


  Having mentioned several points of comparison between Albert Schweitzer and Tom Wright, I might now add a final commonality: a certain reception of silence. To be clear, this does not mean in the first instance that the academy has ignored Tom Wright outright. Quite clearly, it has not.[3] In contemplating the sum total of all the books written on Jesus and Paul in the last twenty years, one would be hard-pressed to think of a name that comes up more in the indexes than “Wright, N. T.” Nor is this to say that Bishop Wright’s works have been met with the degree of hostility that Schweitzer faced. While Tom’s positions and conclusions have not gone unopposed, he has garnered plenty of sympathizers and fans in the academy and in the church— among both leaders and lay audiences. Although N. T. Wright is not a household name the way, say, Michael Jordan is, he comes as close to household name status as any biblical scholar or theologian in the business today. Still, there is a kind of silence that has attended Wright up to this point: a theological silence. Over the past two decades or so quite a bit has been written on whether or not Tom has gotten history right, but precious little has been said as to if and how all this translates into Christian theology. It was in order to close this gap that this book was conceived. It is not enough to admire the bread on the shelf: it must be broken, shared and tasted. It has been said somewhere that there is no better place to do such things than among friends, friends who are also dialogue partners.


  The present volume, Jesus, Paul and the People of God, represents the proceedings of the nineteenth annual Wheaton Theology Conference, which took place at Wheaton College on April 16-17, 2010. For this conference my coeditor Richard Hays and I invited a range of scholars who not only were able to speak theologically to Tom’s writing but who also happened to be his personal friends. In this sense the book you are about to read is a kind of Festschrift. At the same time, whereas contributions to Festschriften often prove to be quite tangential to the honoree’s main contributions and interests, we intended this conference and its resulting volume to speak directly to what we as participants saw as some of the most important talking points of Tom’s writings on Jesus and Paul. Naturally, this also means that our essayists have points of disagreement—sometimes fundamental disagreement—with Bishop Tom. Although Richard and I are aware that “fundamental disagreement” is not normally associated with a festlich experience, we also believe that the highest honor that can be paid any scholar is not undiluted applause, which in the end amounts to empty flattery, but a sympathetic and critical assessment. Our essays were written both out of our fondness for Tom as a friend and out of deep respect for him as a scholar. He deserves nothing less than both our hearty praise and reflective engagement. Our common goal throughout was to relate Tom’s history of Jesus and Paul to the church, that is, as the title indicates, the “people of God.” For the layperson, the pastor or the scholar who asks, “What difference does Wright’s reading of Jesus and Paul make on the ground level?” we hope that this book provides some answers—as well as the beginnings of some important conversations.


  The volume is broken down into two parts: the first half dealing with the historical Jesus and the second half, the historical Paul. In both parts we include papers from four presenters, each followed by a response from Tom, and then finally a separate essay in which he takes up broader questions regarding Jesus or Paul, as the case may be.[4] The first essay of part one, by Marianne Meye Thompson, is titled “Jesus and the Victory of God Meets the Gospel of John.” Here Marianne notes the ways in which Wright’s Jesus and the Victory of God falls in line with a longstanding tradition of historical Jesus scholarship bypassing John in favor of the Synoptic Gospels. Yet matters do not stop there. For she also argues that there are important points at which John’s Jesus substantially overlaps with Wright’s Jesus (in a way that the Synoptic pres-entation does not); there are also points—or certainly one significant point in particular—at which John’s account militates against Tom’s. Thompson’s putting the Fourth Evangelist into dialogue with Wright’s most well-known account of the historical Jesus raises a number of intriguing issues on both a historical and theological level.


  In the next essay, “Knowing Jesus: Story, History and the Question of Truth,” Richard Hays resumes a conversation begun at a Society of Biblical Literature meeting in Boston in 2008. At that meeting Wright took Hays to task for his role in coediting (with Beverly Gaventa) a volume titled Seeking the Identity of Jesus.[5] As Richard reflects on that moment, he finds himself discovering a long-hidden fault line between his own Barthian understanding of faith and history, on the one side, and Tom’s, on the other. The thrust of his essay is to bring the dividing line into clearer light. In so doing Hays assesses Wright’s approach to the historical Jesus in Jesus and the Victory of God and finds the project posting both gains and losses. Hays’s focus is not so much on the Jesus that Wright finally offers but on the methodological route by which he summons this Jesus (granted, the two concerns cannot finally be separated). Closing on an interesting twist, Richard submits that Tom is perhaps much closer to Barth than the bishop himself may be aware.


  In “‘Outside of a Small Circle of Friends’: Jesus and the Justice of God,” coauthors Sylvia Keesmaat and Brian Walsh get some help from singer-songwriter Phil Ochs and present their paper in dialogic format. Together they commend Wright’s Jesus inasmuch as he speaks to the plight of the poor. Nevertheless they feel that Tom “pulls back” when it comes to sufficiently treating Jesus’ socioeconomic critique: more can and should be said regarding Jesus’ polemic against this particular systemic sin. Following their own distinctive reading of certain Jesus materials, our coauthors advance specific suggestions as to how Jesus’ teachings, rightly understood, might apply today, especially in light of the economic turndown of the last several years.


  The last participant paper in part one is my own, “Jesus’ Eschatology and Kingdom Ethics: Ever the Twain Shall Meet.” Here I explore how Wright’s eschatology, at least as attributed to Jesus in Jesus and the Victory of God, continues much along the same lines of his Doktorvater, George Caird, who understood the Galilean as directing his eschatological pronouncements on a national as opposed to individual level. After exploring a number of theological dividends yielded up by this eschatological framework and the larger argument of the volume as a whole, I propose modifying Wright’s position so as to allow for a more thorough retrieval of both corporate and personal ethics in the message of Jesus, grounded, respectively on a corporate and personal eschatology of resurrection. Apart from a convergence of the individual and the collective, the spirit of the post-Bultmann line, so I argue, will in the end come back to haunt the house of Jesus studies.


  At the close of the first part of the volume, Wright offers his own ruminations in “Whence and Whither Historical Jesus Studies in the Life of the Church?” Implicitly engaging with the first four papers on various levels, Tom’s essay begins by offering a semi-autobiographical reflection on the primacy of history in our investigation of Jesus. On a related note, Wright then goes on to speak to how the controlling categories of “divine” and “human” have unhelpfully served to flatten out the story of Jesus. Finally, Tom wishes to bring together that which has been put asunder: kingdom and cross, and then cross and resurrection. For Bishop Tom, the future of Jesus study requires a steadfast refusal to atomize, either on a theological or methodological level, the revealed story of Jesus. Although the essay is rather lengthy (roughly double the length of other essays contained in this volume), I believe it wonderfully encapsulates some of the leading motifs of Tom’s thinking.


  In part two the volume turns to the apostle Paul. We begin with Edith Humphrey’s essay “Glimpsing the Glory: Paul’s Gospel, Right-eousness and the Beautiful Feet of N. T. Wright.” Following a treatment of Bishop Tom’s understanding of gospel and the righteousness of God, which includes her own exegesis of 2 Corinthians 5:21 (a verse for which Wright has offered his own ingenious and well-known exegesis), Edith turns to his handling of apocalyptic language. Finding cause for both praise and complaint, she commends Tom for steering clear of both rigid literalism and undue skepticism, but expresses dissatisfaction for his neglecting to interpret apocalyptic images typologically, that is, “as pointers to heavenly or future realities interconnected with our own lives.” The difficulties she finds in Wright’s handing of the eschatological discourse and the ascension becomes a case in point. Along these lines Humphrey calls on Wright to interpret with a keener awareness of the broader communion, the early church fathers and the Eastern church in particular.


  Moving from the ancient East to the postmodern West, Jeremy Begbie’s “The Shape of Things to Come? Wright Amidst Emerging Ecclesiologies” begins by asking why a grassroots, anti-establishment movement like the emerging church should be so attracted to such a “powerful figurehead in an ancient [top-down] institution” as we find in Tom Wright? The answer in large part, Jeremy offers, lies in Tom’s articulation of Pauline ecclesiology, a rendering which is characteristically integral, eschatological, cosmically situated, material and improvisatory. At the same time there are certain aspects of Wright’s ecclesiology that the emerging church has thus far overlooked—much to its own peril. While, according to Begbie, the movement stands to gain much from a closer reading of Wright, he also ponders in closing just what it may have to teach Bishop Tom.


  In his provocatively titled essay “Did St. Paul Go to Heaven When He Died?” Markus Bockmuehl focuses on Tom’s famous description of resurrection: “life after life after death.” After citing important points of mutual agreement and points where credit is due, Markus questions Tom’s “conviction that an affirmation of the bodily resurrection necessitates a denial of the traditional Christian belief that the faithful ‘go to heaven’ when they die.” Bockmuehl argues, first, that Paul’s writings speak both to a future bodily resurrection and the deceased believer’s immediate and everlasting entry into the presence of the risen Christ; second, that postapostolic Christianity also shared the view that this “abiding heavenly presence with Christ is compatible with being resurrected bodily when God creates his undivided new heaven and earth.” The essay suggests that Wright’s eschatology would be better served by giving appropriate emphasis to “heaven,” that is, the intermediate state, and further recognition to the fact that in resurrected existence the distinction between “heaven” and “earth” is rendered moot.


  Kevin Vanhoozer’s contribution, “Wrighting the Wrongs of the Reformation: The State of the Union with Christ and St. Paul and Protestant Soteriology,” is a cleverly written, lighthearted piece dealing with what has been for many a rather heavy subject. Vanhoozer begins by contemplating what he sees as the most controversial aspect of Tom’s work, namely, the “pitting [of] one half of the Protestant principle (sola scriptura) against the other (God’s gracious justification of sinners by the merit of Christ alone through faith alone).” From here Kevin explores whether there might be some meeting ground after all between Wright and some of his Reformed critics. In the end he proposes that such a bridge between the two camps may well present itself in the conceptual merging of “union in Christ” and imputation: filial adoption. He closes with a plea that both sides of the debate engage in less diatribe and more dialogue.


  Just as Tom offers his own response at the end of each of the four Jesus essays, he does the same with Paul. We also give him the last word in his “Whence and Whither Pauline Studies in the Life of the Church?” Speaking to his evolving thinking within the context of his own life and intellectual journey, Tom argues that for Paul the central symbol is the unified family in Christ. God calls us into this family not “to take us out of the world but to qualify us to be God’s putting-right people for the world.” This leads to a discussion of the task of Christian theology, the rethinking of monotheism, election and eschatology along Christological lines. All three considerations point in the same direction: “In Christ you are reconciled, and here’s how it might work out. This life, this community, here, now, is where it matters.” The present essay gives us a welcome teaser for Wright’s forthcoming and much-anticipated volume on Paul.


  So closes out both the book and the event, what during this past spring proved to be a wonderful and even celebratory dialogue. It was—and remains—a dialogue made possible not because all involved willingly deferred to some vaguely defined consensus, but, quite the contrary, because our honoree, Tom Wright, has spent his career willing to look at things differently. Here again one can hardly resist a final, instructive comparison with Albert Schweitzer. I close my introduction with the closing of another book, titled Albert Schweitzer, Musician. Tom himself put me on this tome one morning while we were sitting in his study in Westminster Abbey. Here the author, Michael Murray, seeks to summarize the life and thought of Schweitzer by introducing and then quoting from his subject’s words as recorded in his autobiography:


  If, then, the chief beauty of Schweitzer’s prose lies in the contrast between density of thought and transparency of medium, let chapter and book come to an end with a statement of that conviction which informed not only his literary art but his musical, not only his art but his life:


  “With the spirit of the age I am in complete disagreement, because it is filled with disdain for thinking. That such is its attitude is to some extent explicable by the fact that thought has never yet reached the goal which it must set before itself. Time after time it was convinced that it had clearly established a world-view which was in accordance with knowledge and ethically satisfactory. But time after time the truth came out that it had not succeeded.


  “Doubts, therefore, could well arise as to whether thinking would ever be capable of answering current questions about the world and our relation to it in such a way that we could give meaning and a content to our lives.


  “But today in addition to that neglect of thought there is also prevalent mistrust of it. The organized political, social, and religious organizations of our time are at work to induce the individual man not to arrive at his convictions of his own thinking but to make his own such conviction as they keep ready made for him. Any man who thinks for himself and at the same time is spiritually free, is to them something inconvenient and even uncanny. He does not offer sufficient guarantee that he will merge himself in their organization in the way they wish.”[6]


  Writing with density of thought yet clarity of medium, confronting worldviews which are neither in accordance with knowledge nor fully ethically satisfactory, drawing steadfastly on Scripture to answer “current questions about the world and our relation to it in such a way that we could give meaning and a content to our lives,” Tom Wright leaves us—as any great writer should—with as many questions as answers. True, to some he remains “uncanny” or “inconvenient,” for he grants no prior guarantees that he will conform his own conclusions to any particular theological or ideological agenda. But I believe that God has called Tom to nothing less. I know I speak for Richard and all the contributors of this volume when I say that we rejoice in Tom’s exemplary insistence on arriving at his own hard-earned convictions. We are grateful for God’s gift to the academy, to the church and to us in sending us N. T. Wright. May the celebration begin in the pages that follow.
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  Jesus and the People of God


  1
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  Jesus and the Victory of God Meets the Gospel of John


  Marianne Meye Thompson


  Jesus and the Victory of God, N. T. Wright’s biggest book on Jesus—although neither his only book on Jesus nor his biggest book overall—has already been the subject of a full-length “critical assessment,” published by InterVarsity Press.[1] So far as I can tell, none of the contributors to that volume offers any substantive comment on the topic of the Gospel of John in Jesus and the Victory of God (JVG). And so the organizers of this conference apparently deemed that it was time for JVG to meet the Gospel of John. I pondered briefly whether the topic—“Jesus and the Victory of God meets the Gospel of John”—had in view the clash of the titans, where the two parties would “meet” to determine a winner, or whether what was anticipated was the long-awaited introduction of two parties, heretofore inexplicably unacquainted. Either of these sorts of meetings would frankly be more interesting than the third option—a committee meeting—in which these two titans would meet to hammer out some sort of compromise document that robbed each of their genius and spirit and left no one eager for more.


  Assuming that what we are after is a conversation, and neither a showdown nor a compromise, I have divided my paper into three main parts. First, I will discuss the issue of the relative absence of the Gospel of John from the pages of JVG, and set that phenomenon in the larger context of the quest for the historical Jesus. Next, drawing on some intriguing comments made by Wright in other writings that would allow John a larger role in studies of Jesus, we will bring John and JVG into dialogue at a few points. Here we will see that, on the whole, the Jesus of JVG would often be quite at home in the Gospel of John—and vice versa. Finally, I will focus on one particularly noteworthy feature of JVG’s presentation of Jesus, namely, the argument that Jesus saw himself as replacing the temple or the temple system. And here I will suggest that John has somewhat more substantive disagreements with JVG.


  The Gospel of John in Jesus and the Victory of God



  Let us begin, then, with the role of the Gospel of John in JVG. To put not too fine a point on it, in JVG Wright does not make use of, quote or discuss passages from the Gospel of John in any way that explicitly determines his conclusions or his portrayal of Jesus. The Gospel of John is not a source, or not explicitly a source, for JVG and its depiction of the aims of Jesus. Wright explains the relative absence of John from the discussion with the following comment: “The debate to which I wish to contribute in this book has been conducted almost entirely in terms of the synoptic tradition.”[2] In this regard, JVG follows in the footsteps of virtually all studies of the historical Jesus since the publication of David Friedrich Strauss’s Life of Jesus: Critically Examined.[3] Under Strauss’s critical scrutiny, the historicity of material in all the Gospels was examined and often found wanting, the Johannine discourses and narratives above all; according to Strauss they lacked verisimilitude and concentrated too much on Jesus himself.[4] The narratives were dogmatically shaped, appealing frequently to supernatural causation for explanations of events in Jesus’ life.[5] John simply could not serve as a source for the historical Jesus. Ever since Strauss, the quest of the historical Jesus has been essentially a quest for the Synoptic Jesus.


  Jesus and the Victory of God also gives us a portrait of the Synoptic Jesus; that is, the Jesus of the threefold and not fourfold Gospel canon. There are references to John here and there in JVG, but while all the references to John in the Scripture index of JVG run to just slightly over one column, the references to Luke and to Matthew take up over nine columns each. No space is given in JVG to discussion of any distinctly Johannine episode or discourse, as there is, for example, to the parable of the prodigal son, which figures significantly in Wright’s reconstruction of Jesus’ aims. There are some minor exceptions. In a discussion of Jesus’ appearance before Pilate, evidence from John bolsters the historical authenticity of the Gospels’ collective portrait of Pilate as “weak, vacillating,” and “bullying,” and as eager to remain Caesar’s friend.[6]


  But JVG does not differ significantly from other recent studies of Jesus in its overall treatment of John. The ratio of the references of John to the Synoptic Gospels found in JVG is about the same as in Dominic Crossan’s The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant or E. P. Sanders’s The Historical Figure of Jesus. Interestingly, in The New Testament and the People of God, the ratio of references of Luke to John is about 1:1. In that earlier work Wright treats the Gospel of John in the section titled “Stories in Early Christianity,” a section that also includes discussion of each of the three Synoptic Gospels, Paul and Hebrews. Here there are a number of remarks relevant to our current discussion.


  First, “everyone knows that John is a very different sort of book to Luke, Matthew and Mark.”[7] But, second, when compared to a reconstructed Q source, or to the gospels of Thomas or Peter, John “comes out at least as much like the Synoptics as unlike.”[8] And, third, John’s Gospel is “more obviously than the synoptic Gospels . . . a story about Jesus and the Jewish people of his day.”[9] Elsewhere, the introduction to John for Everyone accounts for the distinctive character of John as follows: “[John] gives the appearance of being written by someone who was a very close friend of Jesus, and who spent the rest of his life mulling over, more and more deeply, what Jesus had done and said and achieved, praying it through from every angle, and helping others to understand it.”[10] It would be promising to probe the relationship of two of these statements about John—namely, that it is more obviously a story about John’s own day, and that it is the result of a close friend’s long and deep reflection on Jesus’ life. If together they accurately capture John’s approach, they also suggest that this approach differs significantly from that taken in JVG. For John, knowing Jesus would not entail going “back there” but bringing Jesus forward. John presents an understanding of the Jesus who both was and is, and he does so in light of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection, through the words and thoughts of the one who bore witness to him.


  John’s Gospel thus proceeds differently from JVG, whose stated purpose is to “answer certain specific questions” about Jesus, namely, what were his aims? In focusing on the question, what were Jesus’ aims? Jesus and the Victory of God echoes the title and approach of Ben Meyer’s The Aims of Jesus, itself recalling the section on the aims of Jesus in H. S. Reimarus’s posthumously published Fragments, a work often designated as signaling the beginning of the quest of the historical Jesus. Reimarus argued that Jesus announced a “speedy worldly deliverance,” and that Jesus saw himself as the “worldly deliverer of Israel.”[11] But when Jesus failed to deliver Israel, the disciples invented “the new system of a suffering spiritual Savior.” Needless to say, Reimarus thought that the answer to the question, What was Jesus up to? would be devastating to Christian faith, since the historical figure of Jesus would be shown to be radically different from the Jesus of the church or the Gospels. The ditch is broad and ugly indeed between Jesus and the Gospels, between what Jesus said and did, and what the church reported him to have said and done: what Jesus intended he did not accomplish, and what the church claimed he accomplished, Jesus himself did not intend. The resurrection of Jesus could equally be shown to be an invention of the church. From beginning to end, Christianity is based on and perpetrates a fraud. If taken seriously, study of the historical Jesus would—or should—destroy the Christian faith.


  No wonder that Wright calls Reimarus “the great iconoclast.”[12] Reimarus wants the real Jesus of history, the Jesus without dogma, without the church, Jesus wie er eigentlich gewesen (as he actually was).[13] In The Challenge of Jesus, Wright wrote this about Reimarus:


  Reimarus challenged [Christian dogma] in the name of history. . . . I believe that Reimarus’s question was necessary. . . . The fact that Reimarus gave his own question an answer that is historically unsustainable does not mean he did not ask the right questions. Who was Jesus, and what did he accomplish?[14]


  Thus Wright takes up the challenge implicit in Reimarus’s questions and work, demonstrating what Leander Keck once wrote, “It is not overstating the case to claim that all historical study of Jesus is a critical appropriation of [Reimarus’s] view or a debate with it.”[15] Jesus and the Victory of God is an implicit debate with Reimarus. It takes Reimarus’s questions as its agenda, believing it absolutely crucial that Christian faith arise from and be based on “Jesus’ mind set, aims and beliefs prior to the crucifixion.”[16] We might then also note that in JVG the “history” of this “historical Jesus” ends on Good Friday, and his aims are essentially accomplished at that time.


  Now, following the publication of The Resurrection of the Son of God, surely no one will deny the importance that Wright assigns to the resurrection for understanding early Christian history and theology. Nevertheless, it seems that the “Jesus” presented in JVG is still the Jesus without Easter. As E. P. Sanders puts it at the end of The Historical Figure of Jesus, “The resurrection is not, strictly speaking, part of the story of the historical Jesus, but rather belongs to the aftermath of his life.”[17] This may be another reason for the omission of the Gospel of John from JVG, as well as from other studies of Jesus: rarely is John regarded as presenting “Jesus’ mind set, aims and beliefs prior to the crucifixion”—that, and nothing more.


  Instead the Fourth Evangelist arguably presents an account of Jesus that, all the way through, rolls the results of what happened into the causes of those events, and the substance of things that Jesus said and did, along with the acclamations and confessions of Scripture and human witnesses, into Jesus’ self-conscious identity. If in the Synoptic Gospels Jesus’ identity is slowly unfolded throughout the narrative, to be known cumulatively and vindicated in the resurrection, so that the whole becomes the sum of its parts and more than the sum of those parts, then in John the whole of Jesus’ identity already appears in nearly every part of the narrative. In John, Jesus is known from the end. John might well find the project of JVG—to know “Jesus’ mind set, aims and beliefs prior to the crucifixion”—to be an odd project. It is not, as San-ders puts it, that the resurrection is the aftermath of Jesus’ life, but that what happened through the resurrection, and in the aftermath of the resurrection, is simply part of who Jesus is and what his life was all about. To a large extent, this conviction makes the Gospel of John what it is, and Jesus who he is in the Gospel of John. The Jesus who laid down his life is also the Jesus who took it up again, the one who is resurrection and life. If he is not living, then this statement cannot be true. Because there is no Jesus without the resurrection, there is no historical Jesus without the resurrection.


  The Johannine Jesus in Jesus and the Victory of God



  And yet the plot thickens. At the end of Jesus and the Restoration of Israel, a collection of essays discussing and responding to JVG, Wright includes this reply to Luke Timothy Johnson’s question regarding the absence of John from JVG:


  My explanation for why John plays little part in the book remains thin (JVG xvi), though not as thin as Johnson implies. I was contributing to a complex debate in which the Synoptics were the main subject matter. I do think, however, that to rule John out altogether a priori as a historical source is a mistake. Nobody in the current debate seems to read C. H. Dodd or Percy Gardner-Smith or even J. A. T. Robinson, let alone to engage with them; rather they rest content with century-old shibboleths about the nonhistorical nature of John. If I am even half right about the Jesus of the Synoptic tradition, . . . this old scholarly tradition is ripe for reconsideration.[18]


  I suspect that Dodd, Gardner-Smith and Robinson might not be alone in uttering a doubled “amen” to these points. If one must “discard the century-old shibboleths” and reconsider the “nonhistorical nature of John,” presumably then one ought to ask what role it should play in reconstructions of the historical Jesus—and how it might have changed or affected the conclusions in JVG.


  One typical way of taking John into account in the study of Jesus is to gather those bits of data that seem to have the ring of historicity about them and suggest how they might supplement or add to the Synoptic portrait. Archaeological and historical studies have pointed to the degree of accuracy about certain matters of topography and culture evidenced in John. There are features of Jesus’ ministry only in John that are sometimes evaluated positively on historical grounds; for example, Jesus’ multiple visits or pilgrimages to Jerusalem at the time of the feasts. If we take John’s viewpoint here, we might also ask, does the Johannine chronology, with Jesus’ multiple visits to Jerusalem, challenge the view—held by Schweitzer and adapted by Wright—that “Jesus went to Jerusalem to die,” rather than to work? This position fits admirably with the statement of the Gospel of Luke that “Jesus set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Lk 9:51), because “it is impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem” (Lk 13:33). But John troubles the water a bit in suggesting that Jesus was frequently to be found in Jerusalem and in the temple, and that the threat of death hung over each visit (Jn 2:17-23; 5:18; 7:1, 19, 25; 8:37). Perhaps John’s picture complements the Lukan picture: while Jesus regularly went to Jerusalem on pilgrimage, there was a final occasion when his purposes were different. But John’s account raises the question how one knows that Jesus himself believed his final visit there had a different aim rather than a different result. Substitute John’s framework for Luke’s and it is harder to assign this last visit a distinct motive on Jesus’ part.


  I return to Wright’s comment, “If I am even half right about the Jesus of the Synoptic tradition, . . . this old scholarly tradition [of the nonhistorical nature of John] is ripe for reconsideration.” I gather that the point here is not to find yet more bits of historical information in the Gospel of John, but that “the Jesus of the Synoptic tradition,” indeed, the Jesus of JVG, forces a reconsideration of the “historicity” of Jesus in John. The overall picture of Jesus and of the exercise of his vocation in JVG stands so near to John’s Jesus as to invite a reevaluation of the historical character of the witness of the Gospel of John. At this point allow me to recall briefly the main contours of the portrait of Jesus in JVG.


  Jesus is a prophet who not only announced but enacted the kingdom of God, by which is meant the return of YHWH to Zion; the real end of Israel’s exile; the forgiveness of Israel’s sin; the reconstitution of Israel around Jesus who, together with his movement, constituted a new or alternative temple; a concomitant call to faith centered on him and not in Torah and temple; and the fulfillment of God’s promise to the Gentiles. The end of exile and the “rebuilding” of the temple indicate the Messiah has come at last and that the new age, Israel’s redemption, the resurrection from the dead, is coming into being. In order to accomplish his ends, Jesus gave himself to death on the cross, and allowed evil to do its worst, and so to be the means by which God would finally deal with evil. Most pithily summarized, “Jesus believed he had to do and be, for Israel and the world, that which according to scripture only YHWH himself could do and be.”[19]


  What would the Gospel of John say to such a reconstruction? Another doubled amen? The Jesus of JVG, who “believed he had to do and be, for Israel and the world, that which according to scripture only YHWH himself could do and be,” is the Johannine Jesus who acts and speaks only as the Father tells him to, who claims his Father’s prerogatives to heal on the Sabbath and to judge, and who does the work of God in giving life and raising the dead. While using different language and concepts, JVG and the Gospel of John nevertheless make very similar, if not identical, judgments about the identity and mission of Jesus. One might say that in spite of the absence of John from JVG, in its pages we are meeting the Johannine Jesus again for the first time.


  Not surprisingly, then, in the passage from JVG that I quoted earlier, Wright suggests that we might take seriously the work of J. A. T. Robinson, presumably referring to Robinson’s posthumously published book, The Priority of John—a title that, quite deliberately, flies in the face of “orthodox” judgments, such as those of Clement of Alexandria and others, of the so-called posteriority of John. Robinson does not necessarily mean to argue, nor does he believe that he needs to argue, that John was written or published before the other Gospels. He is referring not to “temporal” priority but rather to a “ ‘procedural’ priority,” which he characterizes as “beginning with John and asking how his picture, however near to the source (and my answer would be: very near, yet also in its fullness the outcome of profound theological maturity), sheds original and not merely reflected, light on everything else.”[20] Robinson’s view—that John is at once “very near” to the historical source, and yet simultaneously the “outcome of profound theological reflection”—is very nearly the position that Wright proposed in the introduction to John for Everyone.


  Yet, for Robinson, the “priority of John” does not pertain solely to the Gospel’s chronology or other things such as we might assign to the category of probable “historical information.” Elsewhere Robinson quotes T. E. Pollard’s judgment that John, as he writes his Gospel, is saying in effect, “This is what Jesus was really like; we did not realize it then, but now we know it.”[21] John retells the story of Jesus in such a way that it answers certain questions more explicitly than the other Gospels do, “Who then is this? What was he up to? And why did he die?” As noted earlier, for John, the answers to these questions are seen from the end of the story, looking back. As Sir Edwyn Hoskyns once wrote, John wishes to show that “what Jesus is to the faith of the true Christian believer, He was in the flesh.”[22]


  We might take as an example of this “Johannine shape” of Jesus in JVG the portrayal of Jesus’ death. The conclusions that emerge from JVG about Jesus’ aims, self-understanding and the purpose of his death find deep resonance with the Johannine formulations of these same points. In some cases the wording of JVG could have been taken from the pages of the Gospel of John. In John, the regathering and unification of God’s people constitute a particular feature of what Jesus’ death accomplishes. As the good shepherd, Jesus willingly gives his life in order to keep the sheep from being scattered by wolves and abandoned by hirelings (Jn 10:11-18). Caiaphas, the high priest, unknowingly prophesies that Jesus must die in order “to gather into one the dispersed children of God” (Jn 11:52). Jesus is the grain of wheat that must fall into the earth and die in order to bear much fruit (Jn 12:24). When Jesus is lifted up, he will “draw all people to [him]self” (Jn 12:32). Finally, anticipating his death, Jesus prays that his disciples may be one people (Jn 17:21). In John, Jesus’ death and resurrection effect the regathering of the dispersed children of God. We have in John an interpretation of Jesus’ death that simultaneously bears the distinct stamp of Johannine theology, but fixes him firmly within the so-called restoration eschatology central to the delineation of Jesus’ aims in the Third Quest and in JVG. There is, however, one major difference: for the Gospel of John, the gathering together of God’s people happens both after and as a result of Jesus’ death and resurrection.


  None of the passages just noted from John is discussed in JVG. Again, given the avowed intention to conduct the debate about the historical Jesus in Synoptic terms, this omission is entirely explicable. But it does leave one with a number of questions: do we omit the Fourth Gospel in such discussions because it would somehow be taken to compromise any historical reconstruction? If John and JVG often make strikingly similar judgments about Jesus’ mission and accomplishments, what shall we conclude about either one? And does John’s approach to understanding Jesus suggest that we ought to rethink how Jesus is known “historically”?


  Arguably John and JVG have been shaped by similar forces: on the one hand the traditions and accounts of Jesus’ life and on the other, early Christian confessions about him. Again, this can be illustrated by a glance at the interpretation of the death of Jesus given in John and in JVG. The Gospel of John is the only Gospel that speaks of the death of Jesus in terms of love, be it the love of God for the world (Jn 3:16) or the love of Jesus for his own (Jn 13:1, 34-35; 15:13). Of course, Paul speaks of the death of Jesus in these terms as well, when he writes of “the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal 2:20). In probing Jesus’ motives in giving his life, Wright cites Ben Meyer’s moving discussion from The Aims of Jesus:


  What, in the end, made Jesus operate in this way, what energized his incorporating death into his mission, his facing it and going to meet it? . . . It is above all in the tradition generated by Jesus that we discover what made him operate in the way he did, what made him epitomize his life in the single act of going to his death: He “loved me and handed himself over for me” . . . “having loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end.”[23]


  Wright attributes this understanding of Jesus’ death to the earliest Christians.[24] This seems to be one of the few places in JVG where the interpretation of the early church becomes a lens through which the aims of Jesus are explicitly brought into focus. In other words, here the Gospel of John, or at least John alongside Paul, does not so much serve to provide historical information about Jesus to be added to the Synoptic treasury, but rather catalyzes a certain reading of the Synoptic materials, a reading that reveals “what Jesus was really like; we did not realize it then, but now we know it.”


  But what do we mean when we speak of “what Jesus was really like”? The Gospel of John itself clearly recognizes that there are other ways to tell the story of Jesus; indeed, the Gospel is shot through with the divisions that arise over differing assessments of him (Jn 1:10-13; 6:66; 7:26-42; 9:34). Partly for these reasons, John insists on the importance of the Beloved Disciple’s “testimony.” It is clear that those who had such differing assessments often witnessed the same deeds, heard the same words and “read” Jesus within the same context. The “naked history” does not answer the crucial questions about who Jesus was and is. It was within the context of the early gathering of Jesus’ immediate disciples and those they taught, a community that was inspired by the Spirit, and that read the Scriptures as a witness to the Risen One, that the fullness of Jesus’ identity and the significance of his words and deeds came to be articulated. Or, to repeat an earlier quotation, “[John] gives the appearance of being written by someone who was a very close friend of Jesus, and who spent the rest of his life mulling over, more and more deeply, what Jesus had done and said and achieved, praying it through from every angle, and helping others to understand it.”[25] Is it possible to tell the story of Jesus any other way? If so, what story is one telling?


  John and Jesus and the Victory of God in Dialogue: Temple and Forgiveness of Sins


  In the last part of this paper, then, I want to turn to one key feature of Wright’s presentation of Jesus, namely, his understanding of Jesus in relationship to the temple and the forgiveness of sins. Especially since the publication of E. P. Sanders’s Jesus and Judaism in 1985, Jesus’ “action in the temple” has played an increasingly important role in studies of Jesus, including JVG, that are part of the so-called Third Quest. Wright argues that with the action in the temple on the occasion of Jesus’ final visit to Jerusalem, Jesus intended to symbolize the imminent destruction of the temple—God’s judgment at the hands of the Romans, because the “temple and its hierarchy had become hopelessly corrupt.”[26] But Jesus’ action in Jerusalem during that final week is not an isolated incident but rather the fitting climax to his challenge to the whole temple system. Indeed, throughout his ministry, Jesus acted “as if he is simply bypassing the Temple system altogether.”[27] Although he did not “condemn” the temple and its worship,[28] in offering forgiveness for sins outside the temple, Jesus was presenting himself, or himself and his followers, as an alternative to the temple, even as a new temple. “All that the temple stood for” was now available through Jesus and his movement. Worshiping in the temple was not inherently wrong, but it was on its way to being redundant. In thus bypassing the temple, Jesus was in effect reconstituting Israel around himself.


  The Gospel of John raises a number of questions for this reconstruction. John is the only canonical Gospel to identify Jesus explicitly as a temple. This identification occurs in connection with Jesus’ “cleansing” of the temple in John 2:13-22, and Jesus’ subsequent challenge, “Destroy this temple; and in three days I will raise it up.” John is also the only Gospel to juxtapose the cleansing of the temple with a word about destruction. However, here it is important to note that Jesus’ action in the temple and the word about destruction refer to two different temples. Jesus’ action in the temple has as its goal the purification of his Father’s house, but the saying about the destruction of the temple applies to Jesus himself. That is to say, there is one temple that must be purged from the trappings of buying and selling so that it can indeed be the temple, the house of God; there is another temple that will be destroyed and raised up again. This other temple is Jesus himself.


  The Gospel of John is the only Gospel that gives a positive hint of the restoration of a temple. The Evangelist explains that in speaking of the destruction of the temple, “he spoke of the temple of his body.” In the setting in John, Jesus is standing in the courts of the Jerusalem temple, and the natural way to take his words is to assume that he means, “If you destroy this building, I will raise it up in three days.” It is precisely this understanding that the editorial comment corrects: Jesus was not speaking of a miraculous act he would perform if the Jerusalem temple were leveled, but of what he would do in the event of his own death; that is to say, in John the entire saying about destruction has to do with Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection. Jesus is not understood to say, “If the Jerusalem temple is destroyed, I will replace it.” Rather, the narrator informs us that Jesus was speaking of another temple altogether, namely, one that was destroyed about the year 30, not the year 70.[29]


  Jesus’ intent to purify the temple recalls the accounts of the deaths of the Maccabean martyrs. The deaths of the martyrs purified the homeland and the temple, as the faithful who died “became a ransom for the sin of our nation,” an “atoning sacrifice,” that spared others from death (2 Macc 7:36-38; 4 Macc 6:27-30; 17:20-24). The deaths of the faithful were understood to purify the temple, the very temple the Maccabees and others zealously fought to reclaim and restore. But the fact that such atonement could be effected outside the temple system did not imply a replacement of the temple or the temple system. Within the Gospels, one might think that the actions and identity of John the Baptist who, at least in Luke’s account, is of priestly descent, baptizes for the forgiveness of sins, and practices ritual ablution of some sort, would have raised the question about “bypassing the temple” much more acutely than did Jesus’ ministry. Indeed, according to John, citing Psalm 69:9, it was not Jesus’ neglect of or turning from the temple, but his zeal for it that led him to drive out the animals, sellers and moneychangers.


  One might also ask whether, following the Hasmonean debacle in which the priestly Hasmonean family usurped royal prerogatives, Jesus who, in the Gospels, is presented as a son of David of the line of Judah, would have ventured to usurp priestly prerogatives to himself. The book of Hebrews, at least, understands Jesus’ descent from Judah to be a significant objection to his priesthood, and produces an argument that he is a priest after another order. And while Psalm 110 (the proof for Jesus’ priesthood after the order of Melchizedek) is cited by Jesus in the Gospels, it is cited to establish his messianic identity as the one who is David’s Lord. The king, the Messiah, was to be a temple builder, as was David’s son of old; not a priest.


  In this regard, we might note that John is the only New Testament book to mention the feast of Hanukkah (Jn 10:22) and, on that occasion, Jesus is found in the temple. Hanukkah commemorated the victories of the Maccabees over the Syrian forces of Antiochus IV Epiphanies, and the rebuilding and refurbishing of the altar and temple, at the conclusion of the Maccabean revolt (1 Macc 4:45-61).[30] At this feast, Jesus speaks of himself as the “good shepherd,” leading the crowds to demand, “If you are the Messiah, tell us plainly.” In the Gospel of John at least, the presence of Jesus in the temple at Hanukkah, and his reference to himself there as a shepherd, perhaps calling to mind the Davidic shepherd of Ezekiel 34 who carries out God’s own work of gathering and protecting the sheep, forces the question whether Jesus’ intentions are kingly or messianic.


  Let me then return to the destruction of the temple. It is hard to imagine how a statement of the temple’s coming destruction could be taken as part of an announcement of the end of the exile. If the prophets of old warned that God would judge Jerusalem, its people and its temple through destruction and exile, and if Jesus warns similarly of the upcoming fate of Jerusalem, its people and its temple, his warnings would seem to signal not the end of exile but the beginning of a new exile, or at least to be a sign of God’s judgment rather than God’s forgiveness. One might compare the jubilation of 2 Maccabees after the restoration of the temple with the lament of 4 Ezra. In 2 Maccabees the restoration of the temple is marked as follows, “Therefore the place itself shared in the misfortunes that befell the nation and afterward participated in its benefits; and what was forsaken in the wrath of the Almighty was restored again in all its glory when the great Lord became reconciled” (2 Macc 5:20). But in 4 Ezra the destruction of the temple is lamented: “Our sanctuary has been laid waste, our altar thrown down, our temple destroyed; our harp has been laid low, our song has been silenced, and our rejoicing has been ended; the light of our lampstand has been put out” (4 Ezra 10:19-23). In speaking of the destruction of the temple, John’s Gospel also speaks immediately of a restoration, but the other Gospels do not. In fact, the only claim that Jesus said he would destroy and rebuild the temple was deemed to be false testimony (Mk 14:58). John’s Gospel provides a hope of restoration that the other Gospels do not. John’s understanding seems to be present in spirit, if not in letter, in JVG and indeed seems crucial to its presentation of Jesus as an alternative temple.


  Interestingly, while the Gospel of John is the only Gospel to designate Jesus as a temple, it is at the same time the only Gospel in which Jesus does not expressly forgive someone’s sins. The Gospel does include the scene where the risen Lord, having “breathed” the Holy Spirit upon the disciples, confers on them the power to forgive each other’s sins (Jn 20:22-23). What is the relationship of this forgiveness to the temple? Both the power to forgive sin and the identification of Jesus as a temple are part of John’s postresurrection perspective and, in John, perhaps even part of a post-A.D. 70 viewpoint.


  Outside of the Gospel of John, no other early Christian literature calls Jesus himself “the temple” or “a temple.” A number of other New Testament passages point to the individual believer as the temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 6:19; cf. 2 Clement 9.3; Epistle of Barnabas 6.15; 16.8-10) or to the church as the temple of God or as God’s dwelling (1 Cor 3:17; 2 Cor 6:16; Eph 2:21; and probably 1 Pet 2:5; cf. Ignatius Letter to the Ephesians 9.1). In Revelation 21:22, there is no need of a temple, a symbol of God’s presence, a place for God to dwell, because the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb dwell in the city there. The holy city is in effect the holy temple of the Lord. It may be that the allusion to the body of the church in 1 Corinthians assumes prior identification of Jesus as the temple, and one can perhaps speak of “Jesus and his movement” as an “alternative to the whole temple system.” Yet the question arises why the identification of Jesus as the temple plays so little role in the rest of early Christian thought if it was central to Jesus’ aims and actions. The answer of the Gospel of John is that the understanding of Jesus as the temple of God arose after his resurrection. Perhaps it also arose after the destruction of the Jerusalem temple in A.D. 70. That might also explain why the disciples of Jesus apparently continued to gather in the temple, as the book of Acts shows, and perhaps also why the authority to forgive sins was first conferred by the risen Lord.


  Concluding Reflections


  In conclusion, I think that John and JVG would get along quite well; at times, even better than the Synoptics and JVG. For example, in JVG Jesus calls for faith in himself rather than temple or Torah. While Wright writes, “the theme occurs in all strands of synoptic tradition,”[31] we might add that in no Gospel does Jesus more clearly sound the call for faith in him than in John. In JVG, the book of Isaiah, with its announcement of the end of exile, the pardon of sin and YHWH’s return to Zion, is crucial to understanding Jesus. But while the Gospel of John draws on the same parts of Isaiah as does JVG, the Isaianic patterns of divine speech play little or no role in JVG. In JVG, we read of Israel’s history turning its long awaited corner in the ministry of Jesus, so that those who oppose him are the enemies of the true people of God, a statement that reflects Jesus’ stinging polemic in John 8—that Jesus’ opponents are “children of the devil”—more closely than it does even the diatribes of Matthew 23. And one could go on. These places of agreement between John and JVG might suggest that JVG has been more influenced by the Fourth Gospel or its theological contribution to the New Testament and early Christian thought than the avowed avoidance of it suggests.


  But, finally, the question that John poses to JVG is how Jesus is known. Reimarus wanted to discover who Jesus was by entirely rational means—without dogmatic considerations and ecclesiastical control—trusting in rigorous historical work to turn up Jesus wie er eigentlich gewesen. Subsequent pursuit of the historical Jesus has followed in his train, and the quest for Jesus has often been linked to two assumptions; first, that one can (and should) find “the historical Jesus behind or in the Gospels,” and that, second, recovery of the facts about Jesus, when understood in their proper context, ought to give us a single interpretation of him. But the Gospel of John does not present the Jesus who was understood by all, but rather the Jesus to whom his disciples and, above all, the Beloved Disciple bore witness. We have Jesus as the Beloved Disciple remembered him, Jesus as the church remembered him, as the church bore witness to him. The paucity of data in the Jewish and Roman sources of Jesus’ day makes it very clear that unless the memories of Christian disciples had been preserved, we would know as little about Jesus as we do about the Egyptian or Theudas, those revolutionary figures mentioned in the book of Acts—and that at least some would not have reckoned that much of a loss. These ancient Roman and Jewish sources are not primarily interested in Jesus as a political dissident or social critic, but in the figure who generated a movement that lived on into their own day. And that is the Jesus in whom John is interested. This means that to know Jesus, one cannot bypass the memory and witness of those who followed Jesus. Indeed, the Gospel of John might well note that Thomas’s error lay not in his empiricist refusal to believe what he could not see, but in his historicist refusal to trust the apostolic witness to Jesus.


  The meeting between the Gospel of John and JVG may well prove to be long, but I am sure that it will be invigorating. In the preface to JVG, Wright writes, “I am aware that there is a large range of mountains still waiting for me; aware, too, that they may offer views, prospects and of course risks yet more breathtaking than the ones I habitually climb. I hope I shall be spared to explore them in due course.”[32] Tom, may you enjoy the climb and the views from the summit![33]


  Response to Marianne Meye Thompson


  N. T. Wright


  I enjoyed Marianne’s elegant, quizzical piece, and wish I had space to engage it fully. Certainly I believe and hope that clear convergence is possible between the Jesus I have sketched and the Jesus of John’s Gospel.


  That highlights the strangest thing to me in Marianne’s paper: her supposition that John and JVG part company on the temple theme. I’m not sure I agree with her understanding of the temple incident in John 2: granted that John understands Jesus’ cryptic remark to refer to his own body, there is nevertheless, throughout the Gospel, considerable emphasis on Jesus as the temple’s replacement. I think particularly—I was surprised that Marianne didn’t draw this out—of the prologue itself, with its temple resonant climax: the word became flesh, kai eskēnōsen en hēmin, “and tabernacled in our midst.” The result, again as in the temple: “we beheld his glory.” Throughout the Gospel, Jesus goes again and again to Jerusalem, keeping the great festivals and drawing their meaning on to himself. And when Caiaphas warns that if Jesus goes on like this the Romans may come and take away “our place and our nation,” we should not miss the point.


  I do think, then, that JVG and John converge when it comes to Jesus-as-temple upstaging the Jerusalem temple. And since I think that is the clue to John’s incarnational Christology, then yes, JVG does arrive—by a quite different route—at something like the Johannine solution.


  Another convergence would have been good to draw out, concerning Jesus and the kingdom. This may be another sign of the great ecclesial tradition squeezing out canonical material which wasn’t wanted by the later church. John’s theology of Jesus as the spearhead of God’s kingdom climaxes, of course, in the dialogue with Pilate (Jn 18–19). That dialogue is rooted in earlier sayings about the ruler of this world being cast out, having no power over Jesus, and about Jesus having already overcome the world (Jn 12:31; 14:30; 16:33). Jesus’ kingdom is not “from” this world (Jn 18:36), but it is for this world. And when the Judean leaders tell Pilate that Jesus “made himself the Son of God,” the sequel makes it clear that they are not just thinking of incarnational Christology. Twice in what follows they offer Pilate the choice: Jesus or Caesar (Jn 19:7, 12, 15)? They, and Pilate, choose Caesar. John leaves us to draw the conclusion about the political meaning of the unfolding events of cross and resurrection. How might this affect the resonances of “son of God” elsewhere in the Gospel? The divinity of Jesus in John is, I note, a richly Jewish doctrine, rooted in the theology of temple, Torah and Wisdom in a way that is by no means always true of later Christology.


  All of this indicates to me, since Marianne has interestingly brought it up, that Reimarus was correct to explore what the church had managed to marginalize, namely, the question of Jesus and the kingdom, even though he was woefully mistaken in what he concluded about it. Reimarus, of course, couldn’t put together the kingdom and the cross, but then nor could the rest of the Great Tradition he was reacting against. John, like the Synoptics, does it effortlessly. Here too I welcome Marianne’s nicely turned phrase about meeting the Johannine Jesus again for the first time.
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