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One book which has engaged me for over a year is a massive 4 volume work on the quest for the 

historical Jesus.  Now the quest for the historical Jesus refers to an endeavor to recover the real 

historical man who stands behind the gospel accounts.  The presupposition of this enterprise is 

that some of what the Bible tells us about Jesus goes beyond the bare facts of history, 

specifically, it includes faith affirmations about Jesus that are not verifiable using the instruments 

of historical investigation.  For example, a historian cannot tell you whether Jesus was the Word 

in the beginning with God before the universe was created as is affirmed in John's Gospel, for 

the obvious reason that history had not yet begun at that point.  Now this project has been of 

interest to me because many of these searches for the historical Jesus often end up telling us a lot 

more about the researcher than about Jesus.  So liberal scholars discover a liberal Jesus, 

conservative scholars a conservative Jesus, feminist scholars a feminist Jesus, surprise, surprise.  

Incidentally, that bestseller The Da Vinci Code was a sort of popularized version of this quest for 

the historical Jesus, which was more hysterical than historical.  Now the book I've been reading 

is very thoroughly researched and of good scholarly quality--it was even cited by Pope Benedict 

in his book on Jesus, so it is more dependable than a lot of the Jesus literature out there.   

 

What is intriguing to me about this whole quest for the historical Jesus which has been going on 

for centuries now is that so many of those who engage in it end up losing their faith.  As one 

comes to appreciate Jesus better as a concrete human being, complete w/ all the particularities 

that accompany humanity-- he grew up in Nazareth, he spoke Aramaic, his travels were limited 

to a small corner of the ancient eastern Mediterranean world, he was from a working class 

background, etc.--it becomes more difficult to see in him something more than a man.  And that 

is precisely the problem his interlocutors have in today's gospel!  They murmur:  Is this not Jesus 

the son of Joseph, do we not know his parents, how can he say "I have come down from 

heaven."?  Jesus is flesh and blood, he was born, he died.  How can he be that different from any 

other man?  And if you continue reading this account, their skepticism just gets worse.  How can 

he give them his flesh to eat?  They object to the Incarnation and they will object to the Real 

Presence even more.   

 

The problem that Jesus' hearers have is similar to that encountered by many looking for the 

historical Jesus, and that problem involves two prerequisites for understanding Jesus:  the first 

prerequisite is that you need God's help; the second is that you have to believe in Jesus.  In this 

dialectic with his audience the Lord speaks of how no one can come to him, that is, really know 

him and get close to him, unless drawn by the Father; they must listen to the Father and learn 

from him in order to come to Jesus; further, only those who believe have eternal life.  This 

language indicates a couple things:  one, God's agency is required for people to approach Jesus, 

to get close to him; that means human efforts are not sufficient; that means even the intimate 

familiarity granted by growing up with Jesus did not guarantee that you really knew who he 



actually was, namely, God's only Son; and by extension, the brightest Biblical scholar in the 

world cannot really get close to Jesus w/o help from on high--human learning and intelligence 

just don't do the trick.  One corollary is that an unschooled peasant who simply believes in Jesus 

as Lord and Savior actually understands him better than the most learned agnostic student of the 

New Testament; that's rather hard for scholarly pride to swallow.  The second thing to be noted 

is that one has to believe in Jesus--whoever believes has eternal life.  Belief means accepting as 

true what you do not and possibly cannot understand.  Belief demands opening your heart to 

realities that exceed the possibilities of human comprehension.  It means accepting that you do 

not and maybe cannot prove, for example, that Jesus is divine, or is really present in the 

Communion wafer; no human science can verify or falsify these claims; but Jesus said so, and 

his word is sufficient.  Again, this requires an exercise of humility that can be difficult for folks 

who pride themselves on being smarter than everyone else.   

 

This process of coming to believe requires a little more explanation.  Jesus uses the metaphor of 

physical movement to illustrate belief.  He speaks of "coming" to himself, of being "drawn" by 

the Father.  One very important point is that, if you're serious about being a disciple, you have to 

get up off your chair and seek out the Lord.  The passage from OT about Elijah is instructive.  

After Elijah is fed by the angel, he gets a special prodding to get up and get going to Mt. Horeb.  

And so he finally rises and walks 40 days and nights.  If you read the rest of the story, you know 

that is where he has his great encounter w/ the Lord in the small whispering sound that follows 

the earthquake, lightning, and windstorm.  The Lord first makes the prophet take a long walk to 

meet him.  One lesson is that we have to be willing to go out of our way if we hope to meet the 

Lord.  We cannot find him w/o his help, but we have to be willing to make the effort to look.  In 

concrete terms, this is why we have to make the effort to get to church on Sundays, even if it 

means having to adjust our schedules, get up early, or drive several miles out of the way.  Please 

note that the decline in the number of priests means fewer opportunities for Mass, so that folks 

are going to have to stretch a bit more to get to church than in the past.  This also helps explain 

the motivation behind pilgrimages, where pilgrims travel miles and miles and endure the 

accompanying inconveniences to get to a shrine where they can encounter God.  If we're willing 

to go the extra mile to seek him out, the Lord won't let us be disappointed.  May this Eucharist 

help us discover God in Jesus, and may this joy inspire us to continue to seek the Lord with 

greater fervor and devotion.   


