
SUMMARY OF A LECTURE BY PROF. JOHN P. MEIER


THE HISTORICAL FIGURE OF JESUS:


THE HISTORICAL JESUS AND HIS HISTORICAL PARABLES

     The three-volume work of Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI, Jesus of Nazareth, has made a significant contribution to Catholic theology and, indeed, to the development of doctrine.  This last point has perhaps not been sufficiently noted in discussion of his work.  At the beginning of each of the first two volumes, Benedict makes a clear distinction between scholars who pursue as legitimate a purely historical quest for Jesus of Nazareth within the limits of the historical-critical method and those scholars who take up but move beyond the results of the quest to subsume these results into the wider vision of Christian faith and specifically into a contemporary christology that is in living continuity with the tradition.  Perhaps never before has there been such a clear, public acknowledgment by a Pope that (1) neatly distinguishes the quest for the historical Jesus from christology and (2) recognizes the quest for the historical Jesus as a legitimate enterprise within its own limited domain of historical-critical research.  Here we have a development that ensures the lively participation of Catholic scholars in future research on the historical Jesus.  

     This distinction can be explored at length in regard to many different kinds of Gospel material.  Stimulated by Benedict’s elegant reflections on parables in general and the parable of the Good Samaritan in particular in Chapter 7 of the first volume of Jesus of Nazareth, I investigate how the basic distinction described above might be applied to research on the narrative parables in the Synoptic Gospels.  All too often, parable research has simply proceeded from the postulate that most if not all of the Synoptic parables come from the historical Jesus.  What if, instead, we asked that such a presupposition be demonstrated in the case of each parable?  More specifically, what if we came to the conclusion that the parable of the Good Samaritan is a creation neither of Jesus nor of the early church but rather of Luke the evangelist?  What would be the ramifications both for the life of faith and worship on the one hand and for the quest for the historical Jesus on the other?  It is this question that the latter part of this lecture will seek to address.

