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I. Introduction

In an article published in 1997, I sought to add one further voice to the relatively few then sounding about the inadequacy of the ‘three Quests’ approach to the history of Jesus Research. Given the focus of that particular issue, I hooked my enquiry onto what biblical studies could learn from New Historicism.
 It was clear to me then, as it remains now, that you do not need to be a card-carrying follower of Hayden White or Stephen Greenblatt to acknowledge that New Historicist thinking has been onto something, even if it may have overstated its case to make a point. Events may have happened, but recounting them is an oral or textual exercise, performance even, caught up in a complex web of factors not all of which have traditionally been the subject of academic scrutiny. ‘Interests’ of all kinds are at work: a rich mix of ideology, social context, and patterns of consumption, to name but three. 

It is no exception with the Quest of the Historical Jesus. Leaping off from a stimulating essay by Dieter Georgi, and with my own tentative enquiries into ‘how Christology actually works’ in the background, I suggested that there have been at least nine different Quests of the Historical Jesus, not three. These ‘interested’ Quests, setting off at different times throughout the modern period, have been interlocking and thus often run concurrently. Because there is no disinterested historical research, and because the Quests have therefore always also been ‘constructing’ Jesus as well as trying to offer a historical account of who Jesus was, it is misleading to tell the story of the Quest itself in a simple linear fashion. Even telling the Quest’s story in the form of Old Quest-No Quest-New Quest-Third Quest implies a positivism about the history of the Quest itself which the historical approaches and findings in the Quests themselves do not support. 

That said, I nevertheless concluded that there remains a ‘positivist moment’ within the task of writing a (hi)story of Jesus.
 Historians must continue squabbling with each other, and their work is far from inconsequential either for theology or society. What theology and wider culture make of the figure Jesus has to be informed by whatever historians feel they can or cannot conclude about Jesus of Nazareth. Historians do not determine what theologians can say in Christology. In Christian Christology, however, the redemption effected by God in and through the Messiah has forever been linked with the historical figure Jesus of Nazareth. This being so, what it is believed can and cannot be known about that figure is at least bound to influence how that Christology is construed and expressed.

Similarly, beyond the realm of church theology, wider culture’s wrestling with the meaning of the figure of Jesus/the Christ – though not dogmatically controlled or shaped – cannot disregard what it is believed can be known about Jesus. Avowedly fictional accounts about Jesus are not going to make much impact if they wholly disregard the findings of historians. And only those accounts of redemption/ liberation/ salvation which feel no need to respect Christian linking of Christ terminology to Jesus can neglect what is being said about Jesus. 

All of this is more by way of re-cap. In this paper I argue three things. I first press the point that Christology works in a more complex way than dogmatics usually acknowledges. Second, I develop further the point that all enquiries into the figure of Jesus are really a form of Christology, even if they claim to be ‘purely historical’. Third, I show that this wider understanding of Christology carries with it a major challenge for how dogmatic and systematic theologies ‘receive back’ the results and impact of the cultural exploration of the figure of Jesus (and thus of Quests for (the Historical) Jesus too) within their work.

II. Pressing the Case for Complexity

In writings before and after my 1997 article, I explored the many factors which are entailed in the task of interpreting the figure of Jesus.
 Of twelve factors I see at work in the interpretative task, just one is labelled ‘historical’. One of the purposes of teasing out the many factors entailed was to demonstrate the enmeshed nature of historical enquiry. References to the ‘historical’, the ‘biblical’ or the ‘dogmatic’ Jesus - or even to ‘the biblical Christ’ or the ‘Christ of Christian orthodoxy’ – are not adequately to be grasped by recourse to ‘history v theology’ or ‘the Jesus of history/Christ of faith debate’. Such shorthand does justice neither to how theology works, nor to how the figure of Jesus is ‘carried’ in and interpreted by any culture. The entanglement, then, of any of the three so-called ‘Quests’, the no-Quest period, or even the nine ‘interested Quests’ I claim to have identified, within the cultures of which they are a part and within any culture within which they are received, is thus complex indeed.
 Two examples can be given.

Martin Kähler, who does not even merit a mention in Schweitzer’s account of the Old Quest, correctly grasped that there was something amiss with the tendency of many of the so-called ‘liberal lives’. His sparkling little book of 1892, The So-Called Historical Jesus and the Historic Biblical Christ, the impact of which could not have been predicted on its appearance, could only have come from a dogmatician.
 He makes three basic points. First, Kähler establishes the over-optimism of the Old Quest. The gospel sources are insufficient to enable historians to achieve what they hope: the life of Jesus cannot be written. Second, he wants to clarify who the ‘real Jesus’ is which interpreters seek. This Jesus is, of course, for Kähler none other than the Christ who is preached. This ‘preached Christ’ is the living Christ, the nuanced discussion as to whether kerygma and ontology might merge (which would ensue post-Bultmann) not yet having arisen. Third, he identifies the living, preached Christ with the historic, biblical Christ. Though working within traditional, doctrinal parameters, Kähler is happier resting on the normativity of a unified image of Jesus the Christ distilled from the diverse biblical pictures, than on any extra-biblical dogmatic construction. The Christ of Christian orthodoxy will certainly, one assumes, be able to be shown to be continuous with this historic, biblical Christ. But this is the way  - from Bible to doctrine - to conceive of the dynamic. Doctrinal formulations applied to the Bible too easily become ‘Christ-novels’ (70), spun out of the experience of the ‘stage manager(s) behind the scenes’, manipulating their supposed biographies of Jesus according to their own ‘dogmatic scripts’ (56).

The importance of Kähler’s critique of the Old Quest is borne out both by its immediate influence within the history of Western Christian theology, and the fact that his view is echoed in later Christian thought.
 Barth, Bultmann, Tillich and others were not simply sighing with relief that the negative results of historical criticism would not destroy Christology when they recognized the basic theological accuracy of Kähler’s argument. Historical Jesuses were being fashioned which were simply not doing justice to Jesus as a theological figure within history, and thus ultimately disrespecting him as a historical figure. Post-Kähler, new ways had to be found to respect the theological aspects of the history of Jesus, whether or not this was by recourse to re-assertion of an orthodox Christian theology.

As presented, Kähler’s own position was more avowedly biblicist than doctrinally orthodox, though it was, of course, the latter too. What Kähler’s critique (satire, even) obscures are the many aspects of the task of interpreting Jesus which any interpreter is caught within. Thus, Dawes is quite right to remark that, for Kähler, ‘the Jesus reconstructed by historical criticism of the Gospels is no less a human fabrication than the dogmatic Christ of Chalcedonian Christology’.
 However, Kähler does not spell out the full significance of his position for the latter. He remains blind to (or wants to remain quiet about) the fact that notions of the living Christ, the preached Christ and the biblical Christ will be constructions too, even if they are not only that.

Kähler was thus right to raise awkward questions about what Old Questers thought they had achieved, but wrong to locate his critique solely inside a ‘theology (or Bible or preaching) versus history’ framework. Such a framework was too simple. Postmodern wisdom, such as it is, does not enable us to escape the complexity of trying to ‘do history’ (when we know that total objectivity is not possible, though we have to make some attempt to do more than talk about ourselves) or ‘do theology’ (when we can only do this from a position within culture). But at least it has sharpened us to the extent of self-questioning needed to be culturally aware when undertaking either task.

A second example is more recent and comes not from a theologian but from a film-director. Denys Arcand’s Jesus of Montreal (1989) reflects on the story of Jesus within the context of contemporary Montreal. The story of Jesus himself is played out in the form of a Passion Play, performed at a Catholic shrine by a group of unemployed actors brought together by Daniel Coulombe (played by Lothaire Bluteau). An ‘outer story’ interweaves many elements of the Jesus story into the story of the actors themselves: Daniel calls the actors together from many and diverse, temporary occupations to follow him in his risk-taking venture; they are tempted by a devilish entrepreneur to start a theatre troupe, which would mean the world would be at their feet. Striking for our purposes, however, is the way in which the film presents a contemporary Passion Play which makes explicit reference to enquiry into the historical Jesus. The Jesus Research referred to in the film is sometimes of a controversial kind.
 But, as Tatum and Willett note, the film is timely and apposite in its emphasis on many aspects of the life of Jesus as being picked up in the Third Quest (e.g. Jewishness, miracle-working/magic, politically subversive activity). The willingness of a contemporary film to take on the Jesus story in such an imaginative way, to make explicit reference to such research at all, and to offer a contemporary reading of the relevance of the story to contemporary life (within a criticism of media-driven culture) is therefore worthy of note. 

The interpretation of Jesus offered in the film is ultimately not wholly orthodox. The treatment of the resurrection, for example – in the form of Daniel Coulombe’s enabling the continuing existence of another through the use of his heart in a transplant operation –, is scarcely satisfactory and has been termed ‘the only post-modernist Resurrection available’ (Babbington and Evans). Yet I suggest that the film offers compelling evidence both of the persistent cultural power of the Jesus story, and of the limits of the worlds of both historian and theologian to control the re-telling of the story. However much both historian and theologian each carry a responsibility to influence and, as appropriate, to critique tellings and re-tellings of the Jesus story, neither ‘owns’ it.

Where do these two examples take us? The example of Kähler left us concluding that a ‘history v theology’ framework is insufficient to understand what is going on around the Quests. Taken alongside the example of Jesus of Montreal we can be left in no doubt that Quests of Jesus can never only be historical. There are too many other factors impinging upon the historical task for this to be so. But we can also be sure that they can never only be theological either. We must pick our way through the complexity to find out how attention to the multiple factors clarifies what is at stake when the figure of Jesus is interpreted. The Quest for Jesus cannot only be historical. It cannot only be theological either. It has to be both, and more.

III. The Story of Jesus and the Meanings of Christology

With candid honesty in his recent survey The Many Faces of Christology, Tyron L. Inbody writes:

The Jesus of christology is also Jesus as we need him or want him to be within the contexts of our own contemporary religious, moral and social agendas… Not one of us in our christology, no matter how fundamentalist, evangelical, creedal, liberal, scholarly, revolutionary or cynical, will ever permit our image of Jesus to be anything more or anything less than we find necessary for salvation… any Jesus we select from the canon or reconstruct from the texts will be shaped, guided and guarded by our own various religious, political, and theological agendas.

This is a largely accurate perception. It coheres with my own desire to open up and explore the many factors which impinge upon the task of interpreting Jesus the Christ. It is, however, still a Christian reading of the interpretative task, and thus limited in its scope, in so far as it presupposes that interpreters of Jesus relate their interpretation to ‘salvation’ and that salvation is a meaningful concept (‘…whether salvation be pardon from sin, or reunion with God, or sanctification, existential decision, gnostic enlightenment, or postmodern irony!’).
 The limited nature of Inbody’s approach is confirmed by the concluding sentence of his paragraph: ‘Christology proper is the interpretation of Jesus and the significance and meaning of Jesus for the faith and life of the believer.’

Inbody is, of course, writing from within and for the Christian community. ‘Christology proper’ (in contrast to the historical Quests for Jesus of Nazareth, the subject of his chapter up to that point) is thus about the development of ‘catholic christology’. ‘“Catholic” christologies’, says Inbody, ‘have always made the historical events of the passion, cross and resurrection of Jesus, as well as his teachings, central to their christology.’
 Furthermore, this ‘“catholic” christology has since the second century stood in conflict with other christologies, most notably “gnostic” christologies’.
 

I have no quibble with Inbody’s approach, given his stated purpose.
 I simply want to invite us to consider a broader definition of the task of ‘Christology proper’, given what actually happens with the figure of Jesus in Western cultures.
 It is, of course, mostly Christians who will be interpreting Jesus at all. Others who interpret Jesus, however, are still making some assessment about what it might mean for someone to be a/the Christ, about whether ‘Christ’ is a meaningful concept, what ‘salvation’ entails and whether it makes any sense to speak of salvation in contemporary cultures. Christology thus has more contributors to it than Christians sometimes suppose.

Christology may be defined as ‘to interpret the significance and meaning of Jesus Christ for our own times in the light of biblical and historical developments’ (Kärkkäinen).
 Again, this is a Christian definition, which, in its literary context, makes quite clear that Jesus is to be believed to be the Christ, and that therefore this is why it is worth continuing the task of interpreting his life, death and resurrection in salvific terms. As it stands, however, the definition is open to expansion: ‘to interpret in the present the significance and meanings which have been ascribed to Jesus of Nazareth, called the Christ, in the light of continued developments in biblical, historical and cultural studies’. This, I suggest, would suffice, and should still attract the heading ‘Christology’, lest this sub-discipline of Christian theology be so ghettoized that it lose contact with how the figure and image of Jesus called the Christ actually functions within contemporary cultures.

Before moving on to explore what this broader definition of Christology means for the contemporary task of interpreting the figure of Jesus – and of the place of the various Quests within that task – two further qualifications are necessary. It is true both that not only Christians do Christology and that Christology is not only undertaken in relation to the figure of Jesus. I do not myself support the view that there can be a Christian Christology without Jesus the Christ.
 But there are, at the very least, Jewish Christologies past and present. And given the inextricable link between christologies and soteriologies, there are many forms of the latter (religious and not) which would inevitably need to be brought alongside any consideration of Jesus the Christ for a full account of Christology in contemporary culture to be offered.

I am arguing, then, for the broadest possible understanding of Christology. Any interpreter of Jesus the Christ, whether a believer or not, is contributing to the task of Christology. This cultural shift in the scope of Christology – and who contributes – is, I am suggesting, theologically necessary, otherwise the way that the figure of Jesus the Christ is already being interpreted in contemporary cultures is inadequately acknowledged. Furthermore, given the evident complexity of the factors (be it twelve or more) involved in the task of interpreting Jesus, and the diversity of interests (nine historical Quests?, Inbody’s ‘agendas’), the effort must clearly be expended to clarify what role, then, a historian, a biblical scholar and a doctrinal theologian might play. It had long been thought that the biblical scholar and the theologian called the shots, after which – to the chagrin of much Christian theology – the historian then joined (and spoiled) the game. There are now many more players. My contention is that it is theologically necessary to identify who these players are, and what roles they play. What we need, in short, is a much more sophisticated theology of culture than has often operated in theology generally (let alone Christology specifically). Without it, the de facto cultural exploration of the figure of Jesus will not have much chance of being adequately resourced. Nor, I suggest, will the necessary human work be undertaken to enable the figure of Jesus to function as liberatively as history proves it can.

What will this broader approach to Christology mean in practice? I shall here risk being topical in order to make my point. Mel Gibson’s film The Passion of the Christ is currently breaking box-office records throughout the West. It is being promoted by many churches as a major evangelistic opportunity and provoking some of the most intriguing and extensive theological discussion in broad-sheet newspapers in the UK that I have seen for some time.
 On the grounds that viewers lost or hostile to Christian faith might return or discover that faith for themselves through viewing the film, large-scale campaigns are being mounted.
 Here is not the place to explore the merits of the film or the wisdom of such an approach to it. I use it simply as a case-study of how cultural discussion about Jesus the Christ is actually taking place.

Mel Gibson is a Roman Catholic. How traditional he is in his beliefs is difficult to say.
 There can, however, be little doubt as to the sincerity with which he has made the film. As an experienced and successful actor and film-maker, he has put his skills and experience into the task of offering a contemporary reading of Jesus, in a medium with which most people in the West will be able and willing to engage. Creating a film with Aramaic and Latin dialogue may add a certain mystique to the whole, but could scarcely be regarded a straightforwardly commercial decision. 

The making of a film is a precarious economic enterprise. Gibson may be accused of ‘cashing in’ on what has proved a great commercial success, and skilful decisions have certainly been made in the film’s marketing and distribution. But such safeguards are necessary given the vast sums needed to make films at all. Gibson’s venture is thus clearly also commercial, even whilst it may also be existential (he felt he had to make this film), biblical (he is interpreting the Gospels texts largely in relation to the last twelve hours of Jesus’ life) and theological (Gibson believes Jesus to be the Christ). 

The film is clearly ‘historical’ in so far as it portrays an event which happened. That it depends on the theological interpretations of historical events as supplied in Gospel accounts, however, means that it is not simply a historical film. Furthermore, as it supplements the Gospel accounts with non-canonical material and imaginative scenes, it is not ‘biblical’ in any simple sense: as with most Jesus films, the film is not attempting merely to present the Gospels in visual form.
 The question of its doctrinal adequacy is more complex still. The Passion of the Christ is theological, and makes the attempt to be orthodox, though its orthodoxy is questionable in terms of both its text and reception. By this I mean that it is orthodox in so far as it presents – to a limited degree – the crucifixion of Jesus as the consequence of a life lived as a challenge to the religious and political authorities of the day. It also stresses the closeness between Jesus and God his Father and offers the briefest of allusions to a resurrection which indicate that death could not stifle who and what Jesus was. Its orthodoxy can be questioned, however, because of the paucity of its explanatory evidence of how and why the life of Jesus proved so threatening. It also dwells upon the torture of Jesus and leaves underexplored the interplay between Jesus and his followers. As many perceptive reviewers are left asking: what kind of Christianity is it which will be received by viewers who do not know the Gospels well, and do not have much of a framework of Christian belief and thought to work with? Christianity is in danger of being seriously distorted in the film’s reception. 

None of this, however, alters the fact that the film is hugely successful commercially, is being discussed publicly like any major film on general release, and is stimulating a wide range of conversations about the figure of Jesus. It is surely right to include these public discussions under the heading of ‘Christology’. The film is thus a prime example of the cultural complexity of christological discussion which surrounds exploration of the figure of Jesus the Christ. Beyond Kähler and Arcand, and with factors, interests and agendas in the quest for Jesus firmly in view, we can now see even more clearly how limited a ‘theology v history’ or ‘Jesus of History/Christ of Faith’ framework is for what actually happens with the figure of Jesus in culture. Biblical scholars, historians, and theologians now need to be conversing more openly and directly with media specialists and cultural analysts. Without such inter-disciplinary encounter, theology cannot possibly function as a form of public discourse. This is no mere pandering to relevance or accommodationism (the usual quip about any attempt to relate theology to popular culture).
 It is a development in understanding in how theology is being done and needs to be done (and may in fact always have been done
). 

Furthermore, the coherence of this insight with what is happening in film studies itself should not go unnoticed. Significant developments have been occurring in film studies away from screen theory and psychoanalytical approaches to those focusing on the reception of film. Reception theories have been exploring both the cognitive frameworks operative for viewers and what films do to viewers and what viewers do with film – regardless of what directors or theorists say.
 Here, then, is an example from a branch of media and cultural studies which correlates well with the expanded definition of Christology with which I am suggesting theologians too have to work. Exploration of the figure of Jesus is not the work of biblical scholars, historians or theologians alone. Nor is Jesus’ Wirkungsgeschichte to be confined to narrowly ecclesiastical channels. The construction and reception of a vast array of Jesus images sets Christology an enormous task. But investigation and critique of such images is Christology’s work, within a wide brief, and calling on a wide range of contributing specialists. In short, the cultural complexity of Christology signals that it is much too important to be left to the Church.

IV. Receiving Jesus the Christ Back from Culture: The Quests within the Interplay between Systematic Theology and Cultural Analysis

Dogmatic and systematic theologians do, however, still have a key role to play in Christology. They must evaluate the contributions of biblical scholars and historians to the Quest for Jesus in receiving and using their work. They must also, I am suggesting, pay much closer attention than is often common to the many and varied ways in which the figure of Jesus is in fact explored throughout culture. The question now is what form such ‘receiving back’ of the cultural exploration of the figure of Jesus, by a theologian, is to take.

To take the systematic theologian’s more obvious dialogue-partners first: historians keep the theologian supplied with the latest findings from archaeology, social, political and economic history, and the study of ancient literature. From the most general contribution, e.g. reminding each ensuing culture that Jesus of Nazareth did exist and was crucified (pace Bruno Bauer, Arthur Drews and G.A.Wells), to more detailed insights such as the possible social and economic status of Jesus
 or the manner of crucifixion in the ancient world,
 the systematician is constantly provided with data, about which decisions need making as to whether they merit extensive theological reflection. The work of biblical scholars overlaps with this though over the last three decades has increasingly diversified and become less allied to a historical-critical paradigm. Finding links with its pre-critical phase, and opening up, in post-modern mode, to the range of interpretations of biblical texts resulting from the many reading communities which read the Bible, biblical studies has focused much more on the Gospel texts as texts, and on their reception. ‘Mark’ (the author behind the text), for example, may not be knowable. However, his text has a life of its own and has functioned in a variety of ways throughout Christian history (which can themselves be studied). In the present it can function as a manifesto for contemporary theo-political action
, or support different kinds of communities who see in it a rationale for a form of discipleship which will entail the way of suffering.

Systematic theology should, in fact, be able to find the latter much more conducive to its work than the former. The creativity of much recent (literary-oriented) biblical study could have (had) a greater impact on Christian systematic theology than appears to have been the case. Even the Third Quest has had less impact on systematic theology than may have been expected.
 Perhaps N.T.Wright has been the most prominent in keeping alive the question of the theological consequences of biblical and historical enquiry into the figure of Jesus. The very prominence of Wright’s work, however, perhaps also indicates why there has been surprisingly little activity in this area of interplay between biblical study and dogmatic theology: Wright’s conclusions, though seemingly radical in their own way, are directly compatible with a traditional doctrinal/dogmatic framework in Christology. And ultimately if there is nothing to cause too much upset to the dogmatic theologian’s allegiance to the Chalcedonian definition, s/he can proceed relatively untouched by the work of the biblical scholars and the historians. If more extensive citation of the work of J.D.Crossan, W.Stegemann, E.S.Fiorenza, and L.Schottroff had begun to appear in the footnotes of systematic theologies, then greater collaboration might have been detectable.
 In truth, the impact of such scholars’ works might in any case take longer to materialize in systematic and dogmatic theology. But the greater constraint, I suggest, is the shift in systematic theology itself towards a Trinitarian emphasis. Such a shift can assume a doctrinal orthodoxy in Christology and not only leave untouched the work of biblical scholars and historians on the Gospels and Jesus, but also leave ill-explored the continuing cultural fascination with the figure of Jesus.

The theological significance for the contemporary theologian of a broader understanding of Christology must therefore be explored. If historians continue their work on Christian origins in one room, biblical studies scholars play with biblical texts in another, and systematic theologians largely neglect what both sets of scholars are doing, yet meanwhile hundreds of thousands of people flock to see a film about Jesus the Christ, and journalists of all kinds (some theologically informed, many clearly not) have their say, what is theology to do?

The first thing theologians must do, I suggest, is to respect Christology’s complexity. Though there will inevitably be a sense in which a theologian within a given Christian confession (be it Anglican, Baptist, Methodist, Orthodox, Roman Catholic or whatever) is ‘re-working’ the tradition, s/he does this best within the broadest Christian frame of reference.
 Still more, as this paper has suggested throughout, the multiple factors (and interests and agendas) with which Christology works mean that the re-working of the tradition that Jesus is the Christ is too narrowly conceived when viewed as a doctrinal/ecclesiastical task alone. It is also too narrowly conceived even when biblical and historical factors are brought into play. The respect for Christology’s complexity means that the systematic theologian must actively seek out from within his/her culture examples of where Jesus/the Christ is being explored. Doing the Church’s work of re-working the tradition, then, entails listening to more than just voices within the Church. ‘Listening to culture’ is not a task for missioners and evangelists alone; nor does it turn systematic theology into apologetics. The task of listening – of doing some serious cultural analysis – is simply a reflection of the fact that Christology is richer than the Church has often allowed it to be. Indeed, I suggest that what the various historical Quests in fact achieved was precisely what I am arguing here: that Christology is too narrowly conceived when left as the repristination of doctrinal formulae.

Second, a systematic theologian will be cautious about being initially dismissive of any contemporary attempt to interpret the figure of Jesus. I have already heard biblical scholars, historians and some church theologians dismiss The Passion of the Christ as unworthy of serious consideration.
 Within the task of Christology broadly conceived, however, the contemporary systematic theologian cannot be so cavalier. The film will function in the same way as music, films, TV programmes and, occasionally, scholarly ventures (e.g. the Jesus Seminar) have done in the past. At the very least, such high-profile explorations of the figure of Jesus provide an indication of the parameters within which contemporary discussion of Jesus is possible. Sometimes they go further and contribute to people’s understanding and exploration of Jesus the Christ.
 It is much too early to assess whether The Passion of the Christ will do any more than the former. However, the following comment from a newspaper review is worth noting: ‘There are a few imaginative embellishments and odd additions from Catholic pietistic sources, but nothing from contemporary history’.
 The film reviewer expresses surprise, in other words, based on what he knows of contemporary research into the life of Jesus that the film did not make more of it. His review functions as an example of where the insights from the Quest must function within public discourse. But the context is not simply a discussion of historical data about Jesus of Nazareth. It concerns a contemporary cultural product (a commercial film) whose content and reception form the basis of a public exploration of Christology. Immediate dismissal of such a film, given its reception, is ill-advised. What is required is recognition that it is in the context of discussion of the film that the content of what is to be said theologically about Jesus the Christ will need to be worked through. Christian theologians will not simply be bringing insights from Historical Jesus Research, biblical studies or doctrinal history into the discussion. Some of these insights are already there. Their job is to facilitate, as best as they can, appropriate discussion, drawing on whatever resources they deem necessary, to clarify ‘who Jesus Christ is for us today’, where the ‘us’ means more than the Church from which they come. 

This means, third, that theologians will need to hone their media skills. I mean this in two senses. Contemporary theologians will have to be much better ‘readers’ of culture and contemporary media than they often are. It will no longer do for theologians to say they do not watch TV or go to the cinema. The metaphor of ‘receiving Jesus back’ from the wider culture within which he is explored as a historical figure extends to the recognition that Jesus as the Christ is active throughout all cultures, and is culturally represented not only in the fine arts. This may mean – even if not for all contemporary theologians – that a second sense of ‘media-savviness’ is required: knowing in what form to present theological reflections in the present. ‘Theological journalism’ is often a term of abuse in the publishing world. Yet it may increasingly be the form in which theology is written. Such journalism, together with more wide-ranging inter-disciplinary study than theology often engages in, may enable theology to make appropriate contributions to cultural studies.

The combined effect of these three strategies mean, fourth, that theologians will be more and more like literary interpreters not merely because they work on past texts, but because greater imaginative skills are required of them. If theologians will be called on increasingly to ‘read’ culture, and therefore to interpret portrayals of Jesus the Christ presented in a wide variety of artistic and cultural forms, then they will need the imaginative skills required to tease out and explore hidden and overt meanings across a range of media. If the claim is made that theologians cannot do everything (true!), then this merely highlights the extent to which more complex inter-disciplinary work will be necessary. Theologians will need to draw on the work of art and film critics, for example, in order to do their own work.

Fifth, theologians remain theologians. They have a job to do: to speak of God in the present in comprehensible and accessible ways. Christian theologians have a duty to speak Christianly about the one God, drawing on the rich resources of the Christian tradition (very broadly understood). Christology will be central to that task, and will be inextricably linked with what is said about Jesus. This will mean at times using the biblical and doctrinal traditions of Christianity in a critical way – to limit what others would like to say about Jesus the Christ. Christian theologians do not have a monopoly on what historians (of varying ideological persuasions) feel able to conclude historically about Jesus of Nazareth. But sometimes, Christian theologians will want to use historical findings for theological purposes (e.g. to highlight some more or less firm conclusions about the man from Nazareth, in order to critique the potentially misleading theological effects of The Passion of the Christ). Theologians therefore have a critical function within their participation in the complex, multi-factor practice which is (public) Christology. Humility in the exercise of this function means that the doctrinal factor is not always a simple default position to fall back on. Doctrine develops. Christology changes. This can only be because of God’s enmeshment (enfleshment) in the world, and is an aspect of God’s self-giving which is reflected in the complexity of the christological task which this paper has sought to identify and explore.

V. Conclusion

Systematic theologians must thus see themselves as publicly responsible intellectuals. They are dogmaticians speaking out of a particular Christian confession. But if their work is so confined to churches as they already know them, and to a belief system which is already sewn-up and has no loose ends, then it is the expression of belief in a dead, or dying, God. By contrast, the livingness of God is borne witness to in the task of constantly interacting with lively cultural explorations of the figure of Jesus, inside and outside of churches.

Unless theologians can undertake their christological task in this way, they fail to respect how the image of Jesus is actually carried within the culture of which they are a part. And they will be increasingly less able to know how to do theology creatively as explicit public support for Christian belief, as expressed in the practice of church-going, continues to decline throughout the West. Recognising, however, that the Quest for Jesus is neither only historical nor only theological will mean that Christian reflection upon the action of God in and through the figure of Jesus the Christ will remain a live and lively channel through which theologians can continue God-talk, not merely for their own and their churches’ benefit, but for society’s too.

� ‘Quests of the Historical Jesus in New Historicist Perspective’ in Biblical Interpretation 5 (1997) 404-37. 


� Ibid. 411, 432-3.


� Summarized in ‘Quests’ 430 n48. See more fully ‘The Quest for Norms in Contemporary Christology’ Epworth Review 22/2 (1995) 117-26 and C.Marsh and S.Moyise Jesus and the Gospels (London: Cassell/Continuum 1999) 108-14. The twelve factors are: historical, philosophical, doctrinal, doxological, ecclesiastical, communal/ecclesial, ethical, experiential, narrative, biblical, cultural and eschatological.


� Were I to develop this approach in the present, I would now nuance the ‘cultural’ factor extensively.


� On Barth, Bultmann and Tillich above all, as mapped, for example, in R.Morgan with J.Barton Biblical Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1989) 115-8


� Though not acknowledged as such, Luke T. Johnson’s The Real Jesus (New York: HarperSanFrancisco 1996) is in many ways a Kähler-like response to particular contributors to the Third Quest.


� G.Dawes The Historical Jesus Quest (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press/Leiderdorp: Deo Publishing 2000) 214


� It gives, for example, more attention to the name given to Jesus (Yeshu ben Penthera) by Jewish polemic than can be warranted by historical research (on this, see W.B.Tatum Jesus at the Movies: A Guide to the First Hundred Years (Santa Rosa: Polebridge Press 1997) 179-82; also M.Willett ‘Jesus the Subversive: Jesus of Montreal and Recent Studies of the Historical Jesus’ Centerquest Adult Resource, July 1991, 13-20, esp. 14-15). For further studies of the film see e.g. M.Miles Seeing and Believing: Religion and Values in the Movies (Boston: Beacon Press 1996), ch.2; L.Baugh Imaging The Divine: Jesus and Christ-Figures in Film (Kansas City: Sheed and Ward 1997), 113-29; R.C.Stern et al. Savior on the Silver Screen (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press 1999), 299-333;    R.Walsh Reading the Gospels in the Dark: Portrayals of Jesus in Film (Harrisburg: TPI 2003), ch.3;.


� Inbody 41


� Ibid. 


� Ibid. 40


� Ibid.. Inbody here identifies some contribution to the Third Quest as reviving interest in such gnostic christologies because of their interpretation of Jesus as primarily a teacher of wisdom. 


� The duality of his reading of Christology and thus also of his appropriation of the results of the Quests may be too starkly put, but discussion of that point must be left for another time.


� And around the world, too, but I do not want to claim to speak here in any general global sense.


� V-M.Kärkkäinen Christology: A Global Introduction (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic 2003) 9


� I have heard John Bowden, author of Jesus: The Unanswered Questions (London: SCM Press 1988), argue for a form of ‘Christianity without Christ’, because of the many uncertainties surrounding the figure of Jesus. Towards the end of Jesus, he writes: ‘…the symbols of Jesus and the Christ…occupy too prominent a place in Christianity’ (182). Whilst sympathetic to much of the wrestling in which he engages, I cannot draw the same conclusion. To be critical of ‘Jesusology’ (as one should be) is not the same as arguing against Christianity’s inevitable Christocentrism.


� Again an example from the world of film: it is striking how many films claim to consider, or are interpreted by critics as handling, ‘redemption’, ‘salvation’ or ‘liberation’. The identification of ‘Christ figures in such films is often tiresome, though sometimes justified – L.Baugh’s Imaging The Divine  is the most thorough study to date. But whether or not there is a specifically identifiable christological link, it is in such cultural products that the language of salvation is arguably most commonly used. I suggest that it is insufficient to claim that such films are reductionist about salvation, or only deal with redemption in human terms. Any form of ‘salvation’ or ‘redemption’ invites the consideration about why it is labelled as such, and thus how/whether religious/theological interpretations of such concepts should be introduced into discussions where these terms are used. It is in this area where the best inter-disciplinary work in theology/religious studies, film studies and cultural studies is likely to occur.


� To cite merely a selection of reviews which have appeared on the film’s general release: Anthony Quinn ‘Losing My Religion’ (The Independent 26.3.04), Peter Bradshaw (The Guardian 26.3.04), Jonathan Romney ‘Pulp Crucifixion: medieval horror on a biblical scale’ (The Independent on Sunday 28.3.04) and Philip French ‘A vision of hell on earth’ (The Observer 28.3.04).


� On the film’s opening day in the UK, one church in Maidstone (England) booked an entire cinema and distributed free tickets for the showing.


� In a letter to the Church Times (5.3.04), Kevin Hartley writes: ‘I do wish people would stop describing Mel Gibson as a “traditionalist Roman Catholic”…Since he makes no secret of his view that the Catholic Church has erred in its teachings from the time of the Second Vatican Council, it is hard to understand in what sense he is a member of that Church. The Society of Pius X, which is his spiritual home, is not in communion with Rome.’ 


� This raises an important dimension to the making of Jesus-films. To work as narrative, films need a good plot and strong characters. The existence of the Gospels supplies evidence of why and how the early Christians needed ‘stories’ of Jesus: a narrative was needed to pass on the words of and about Jesus (a point stressed by Käsemann when launching the New Quest). The narratives of the Gospels provide a basic shape for Jesus-films, but filmic version need more extensive characterisation and greater sophistication of plot to make a film ‘work’.


� In my experience, any current attempt to undertake any theological interaction with extra-ecclesiastical culture which does not stress theology’s counter-culture role, or its capacity and need to critique culture, receives the charge of being caught up in (failed) liberal modernism. Beyond the theological name-calling, however, there are serious issues to be wrestled with here to which Christian liberalism has much to contribute.


� I.e. Theology has always learnt from wider culture. For much of the last 2000 years in the West, however, culture has been largely seen as Christian anyway, the Church supported the public arts, and it was hard to offer challenging or unorthodox readings of Jesus the Christ.


� Reception theory in film studies has learned from (and adapted to the different medium of cinema) ‘reader response criticism’ from literary studies (e.g. Martin Barker From Antz to Titanic: Reinventing Film Analysis London and Sterling, VA: Pluto Press 2000). Critics of the psychoanalytical approaches have drawn heavily on cognitive psychology. Relevant here is the work of Noel Carroll and essays in such collections such as D.Bordwell and N.Carroll eds. Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies (University of Wisconsin Press 1996), R.Allen and M.Smith eds. Film Theory and Philosophy (Oxford: OUP 1997) and C.Plantinga and G.Smith Passionate Views: Film, Cognition, and Emotion (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press 1999).


� I develop this argument as to film’s challenge to theology more fully (though not with direct reference to Christology) in Cinema and Sentiment: Film’s Challenge to Theology (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, forthcoming 2004). Intriguingly, Martin Barker, Professor of Film and Television Studies in the University of Wales (Aberystwyth), an atheist humanist, has written a commendation for the book, even whilst distancing himself from the book’s religious interests. These are the strange alliances of which many more will be needed for theology to clarify its contemporary public role.


� E.g. the writings of Douglas Oakman and Wolfgang Stegemann.


� E.g. Martin Hengel’s 1976 study (E.T. 1977). John J.Rousseau and Rami Arav Jesus and His World (London: SCM Press 1996) contains a summary article on this and many other relevant topics.


� Ched Myers Binding the Strong Man (Maryknoll: Orbis 1988)


� Hans Schwarz Christology (Grand Rapids and Cambridge: Eerdmans 1998) devotes an entire first part to the Quests. In my view, however, the conclusion to his survey (70-1) downplays precisely the complexity of Christology which I am seeking to address here. It is right to note, for example, that the Quests keep Christology rooted in particularity. But it is the same attention to particularity (itself rooted in belief in an incarnate God) which creates some of Christology’s complications e.g. the many ‘faces’ of Jesus Christ in the present.


� For the record: J.Moltmann The Way of Jesus Christ (London: SCM Press 1990) has ten references in all to Stegemann, Schottroff and Fiorenza. Volume 2 of Wolfhart Pannenberg’s Systematic Theology (Edinburgh: T & T Clark 1994) has no references to any of these four, but does have seven references to E.P.Sanders. 


� And this despite the frequency with which books appear that mix art history and the study of culture in examining the figure of Jesus in Western art (e.g. The Image of Christ, the catalogue of the hugely successful ‘Seeing Salvation’ exhibition at the National Gallery, London, in 2000). Two works from the study of religion which buck this trend to some degree are J.Pelikan’s Jesus Through the Centuries (Yale University Press 1985), though this eschews exploration of the theological consequences of his survey, and J.L.Houlden ed. Jesus in History, Thought and Culture (ABC Clio 2003), a substantial two-volume work which I have not yet had chance to study.


� I emphasize once more: film is merely a case-study. Jesus remains of interest to the world of the arts generally (in sculpture, TV, poetry, drama, the fine arts).


� There can, in other words, be no such thing as an exclusively ‘Methodist’ Jesus, however much the influence of Methodist theology and practice may shape a particular understanding of Jesus the Christ.


� The fault of the three Quests (and of many of the text-book readings of their histories) is that they were presented only in terms of ‘historical research’ v ‘theology’. The ‘New Quest’ may be something of an exception, although its existential dimension was never fully developed. 


� I stress: whether the film is culturally or theologically significant is not necessarily dependent on whether it is a good film.


� Handel’s Messiah, for example, has not merely been a medium for hearers’ reception of words from the Bible.


� Philip French ‘A vision of hell on earth’ (The Observer, Life Section, 28.3.04) 9


� One of the fascinating aspects of the work I am currently doing on film is to note how little attention is paid to religion within cultural studies, a curious blind-spot for an emerging discipline which seeks to challenge narrowness and élitism in the study of culture, and strangely lacking in political astuteness given the evident importance of religions globally. 





