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The Quest of the Historical Jesus in Scholarship and Cinema: A Proposal 

Matthew Burgess 

 

A. Introduction 

 The detailed notes given below represent the outline of an extended lecture (approximately 

two hours, with the potential for expansion into a semester-length course if additional details, 

readings and full-length films are incorporated) entitled “The Quest of the Historical Jesus in 

Scholarship and Cinema.”  The lecture is primarily designed for use in an academic setting, with 

an audience of advanced undergraduate and graduate students seeking an innovative 

introduction into one of the most important sub-disciplines of both New Testament studies and 

Christian theology together with an examination of the role and relevance of its continuing 

manifestation in film.  Previous exposure to historical Jesus research is desirable but not 

essential, as an overview of the most notable scholars and topics serves as the framework of the 

presentation; familiarity with the critical study of religion, as well as the post-Enlightenment 

skepticism towards the supernatural and subsequent categorization of religious history and 

experiences according to their degree of rational plausibility, is highly recommended. The 

relevant themes and content, however, are likely accessible to other interested groups.  

 

 Given the academic character of the presentation, the primary utilization of oral lecture, 

supported by visual examples and periodic discussion at the conclusion of each phase of 

research, seems the most appropriate method.  Together, the oral lecture and film selections 

mutually illuminate the ongoing yet exceedingly difficult effort to recover the character, context, 

motivations, and actions of Jesus of Nazareth.  As Albert Schweitzer sagaciously observed more 

than a century ago, the results of the majority of these attempts have simply reflected the hopes 
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and expectations of their instigators, as well as the sociohistorical circumstances under which 

they were created.  The hundreds of Jesus films are no different; each reflects the attitudes and 

influences of the individual or team of individuals responsible for their production.  In its 

current, abbreviated form, the lecture contains brief expository excerpts from six major films: 

Denis Arcand’s Jesus of Montreal (1989); Cecil B. DeMille’s The King of Kings (1927); Nicholas Ray’s 

King of Kings (1961); Pier Paolo Pasolini’s The Gospel According to Matthew (1966); Franco Zeffirelli’s 

Jesus of Nazareth (1977); and Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ (2004).  As most aficionados are 

undoubtedly aware, this hodgepodge does not in any way represent a definitive sampling of the 

myriad of cinematic treatments of Jesus, regardless of the chosen criteria.  Nevertheless, they do 

represent the efforts of a variety of chronological and historical periods, and also a diverse 

assortment of portrayals of their enigmatic subject—factors which allow them to be effectively 

interspersed throughout the presentation.  In Jesus of Montreal, the conflict between Daniel and 

the prelates of the Roman Catholic Church regarding the former’s controversial views is 

illustrative of the intense opposition which plagued the work of early critics such as D. F. Strauss 

and which continues to divide church and academy today; in The King of Kings, the stereotypical 

portrayals of the Jewish accusers reflect the long-standing removal of Jesus from his native 

cultural and religious context which persisted throughout much of the early modern period; the 

revolutionary element of King of Kings is paralleled by the work of numerous influential scholars 

from Hermann Reimarus to S. G. F. Brandon to John Dominic Crossan; the extended didactic 

scenes of The Gospel According to Matthew mirror the exegetical emphases of Marcus Borg and 

Burton Mack; the diligent but occasionally unrealized attempts to avoid anachronism and anti-

Semitism in Jesus of Nazareth foreshadow the principal initiatives of the current “Third Quest”; 

the controversial perspective of The Passion of the Christ has reintroduced previous perplexing 

questions regarding historicity and the proper manipulation of source material.  Of course, many 
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other films could—and probably should—be included in a survey of Jesus films, but these are 

particularly pertinent for the present purposes.   

  

 Hopefully, the attending students will leave the lecture with a through working knowledge of 

the tripartite progression of historical Jesus research, and also with an abiding interest in and 

awareness of cinema’s role as an artistic representation of its development and concerns.  Just as 

scholars, students, clerics, and congregants alike build upon the foundations of their 

predecessors and continually create, compare, and refine their various portraits of Jesus of 

Nazareth in their search for historical and theological truth, so too do filmmakers.      

 

Suggested Readings 

Dennis C. Duling, Jesus Christ Through History (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1979).     
 
James D. G. Dunn, The Historical Jesus in Recent Research (Sources for Biblical and Theological 
 Study; Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2005).    
 
Adele Reinhartz, “Jesus in Film: Hollywood Perspectives on the Jewishness of Jesus,” in Journal 
 of Religion and Film 2.2 (1998). 
 
Eadem, Jesus of Hollywood (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).     
 
N. T. Wright, “Quest for the Historical Jesus,” in David Noel Freedman, Anchor Bible Dictionary 
 (6 vols.; New York: Anchor Doubleday, 1992).
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Class Notes 
I. Introduction 

It is now universally recognized that the canonical gospels do not provide objective accounts of 
the life of Jesus of Nazareth.  For the past two centuries, scholars and exegetes have combed 
these and other sources for snippets of the true Galilean prophet obscured by imposing mounds 
of historical and theological slag.  But this task is not relevant to the secular critic alone.  Despite 
the claims of some scholars and even some religious leaders, it is impossible to separate this 
“historical Jesus”—the charismatic itinerant leader who traveled and taught throughout Palestine 
and was ultimately executed by the Roman authorities as a potential revolutionary—from the 
heavenly Christ worshipped by the church today.  The more we know about the man, the more 
faithful the theology based upon his words and deeds will be.  This lecture will trace the 
progression of the “quest of the historical Jesus” in modern scholarship, while simultaneously 
examining various cinematic portraits of Jesus.  As we will see, both quests—scholarly and 
cinematic—remain vibrant and open.       

II. The “quest of the historical Jesus” in scholarship and cinema  
a. Early developments: from Reimarus to Schweitzer 

i. Hermann Reimarus (1774-1778): breaking away from the traditional portrait 
1. Reimarus is generally credited with the inception of “historical Jesus” 

scholarship; in a work which was partially published after his death, he 
argued that Jesus was a revolutionary whose life was reinterpreted by his 
disciples after his death (e.g., his body was stolen in order to fabricate a 
claim of resurrection)  

ii. David Friedrich Strauss (1835): dismantling the miracles 
1. Following Reimarus’ critical skepticism of the supernatural events of Jesus’ 

life, Strauss published a monumental study which categorized them as 
incomprehensible according to the laws of reason and therefore “mythical”; 
his methods continue to be adopted and modified by scholars today  

iii. Brief excerpt 1: Denis Arcand’s Jesu s o f  Mont re al  (1989) 
1. The conflict between Daniel and the Roman Catholic authorities over the 

appropriateness of his radical changes to the traditional passion play of St. 
Joseph’s is reminiscent of the violent controversy incited by the publication 
of Strauss’ Lieben Jesu (which ultimately cost him his academic career; one 
reviewer described it as “the most pestilential book ever vomited out of the 
jaws of hell”) 

iv. Ernest Renan (1863): the conflict between Galilee and Jerusalem 
1. Renan’s evocative portrait of Jesus’ rural roots—inspired by his own visit to 

Palestine—became an instant bestseller; he created a sharp geographical and 
ideological between the beautiful, peaceful countryside of Galilee and the 
insidious urban cesspool where Jesus was condemned and executed 

v. Brief excerpt 2: Cecil B. DeMille’s The  Kin g o f  Kin gs  (1927) 
1. Note the physical discrepancies between Jesus and his Jewish captors—the 

former is tall and regal while the latter are short and squat, with noticeably 
large noses (Reb Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof?); the urban hierarchy, and the 
mob which they control, are clearly contrasted with the gentle, pastoral, 
silent Jesus 

vi. Albert Schweitzer (1906): the demolition of the “liberal lives” and the introduction 
of apocalypticism 

1. Schweitzer’s work (primarily his immortal The Quest of the Historical Jesus, 
which went through a number of editions and remains in print today) 
condemned the arguments of the majority of his scholarly predecessors as 
anachronistic—they discovered a Jesus who looked suspiciously like 
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themselves; Schweitzer’s own portrait placed Jesus within a Jewish 
apocalyptic milieu, and still finds proponents today    

vii. Discussion 
1. Do any elements of the trial scenes in DeMille’s The King of Kings appear to 

be historically reliable?  If so, which ones? 
2. Are the potentially anti-Semitic features of these scenes (e.g., the 

stereotypical long, hooked, noses of the priests) simply a reflection of 
traditional negative Christian attitudes towards Jews as “Christ-killers”?  A 
mark of the (pre-Holocaust) times?  Or something else? 

b. The “Second Quest”: from Kasemann to the Jesus Seminar 
i. Ernst Kasemann (1953): the resilience of the historical Jesus 

1. In an extremely influential lecture given in 1953, Kasemann argued that the 
“historical Jesus” cannot and should not ever be fully divorced from the 
“Christ of faith” who stands at the center of the church; to do so would 
transform Christ into a meaningless symbol, utterly unrooted in actual 
human experience; this lecture launched the “New Quest” or the “Second 
Quest”      

ii. S. G. F. Brandon (1967): revolutionary tendencies 
1. For Brandon, Jesus was a revolutionary leader influenced by the 

contemporary Zealot movement whose actions in the Jerusalem Temple 
were akin to a military occupation  

iii. Brief excerpt 3: Nicholas Ray’s King o f  Kin gs  (1961) 
1. Ray places Jesus amidst a revolutionary movement which includes both 

Judas Iscariot and Barabbas; while his Jesus does not adopt the actively 
rebellious stance argued by Brandon (and earlier by Reimarus), the gospels’ 
statement that Jesus was crucified between two lhØsta¿ß (which could be 
translated “thieves” or “insurrectionists”; Mark 15:22; Matt. 27:38) suggests 
that the authorities may have viewed him in this way regardless of his actual 
motives or intentions  

iv. Marcus Borg (1984; 1987): the kingdom within 
1.  Like some other members of the “Second Quest” (e.g., Burton Mack), 

Borg argues that Jesus was not an apocalyptic prophet, but rather an 
itinerant wisdom teacher who proclaimed the emergence of the “kingdom 
of God” on earth 

v. The Jesus Seminar (1985- ): Jesus by ballot 
1. Developed by Robert Funk and J. D. Crossan, the Jesus Seminar initially 

received significant media exposure for its unusual method, in which 
members voted to determine the probability of certain words or actions of 
Jesus; among other controversial decisions, the Seminar held that the 
noncanonical Gospel of Thomas contains more reliable material than the 
canonical Gospel of John—an interesting declaration in light of Jesus films, 
which often incorporate noncanonical traditions in prominent roles (e.g., 
the allegation that Jesus was the illegitimate child of the Roman soldier 
Panthera in Jesus of Montreal)   

vi. Brief excerpt 4: Pier Paolo Pasolini’s The  Gospe l  Acc ordin g to  Matthew  (1966) 
1. As Adele Reinhartz has noted, most similarities between Pasolini’s Jesus 

and the wisdom teacher favored by some members of the “Second Quest” 
(esp. Borg and Burton Mack) are coincidental, as he actively shunned any 
historical research prior to filming; nevertheless, the ease with which Jesus’ 
Jewish context disappears when he reduced to a teacher of timeless 
aphorisms is significant  

vii. Discussion 
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1. Should the turbulent historical and political context of the 1960s (e.g., the 
“Cold War”; the bloody Vietnam conflict; the assassinations of John F. 
Kennedy, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King, Jr.) be viewed as an 
influence upon the production of a “revolutionary Jesus” such as that 
found in Ray’s King of Kings?  If so, to what level does this influence extend?   

c. The “Third Quest” the recovery of the Jewish Jesus 
i. E. P. Sanders (1985; 1994): the revival of Schweitzer’s thought 

1. Sanders’ award-winning Jesus and Judaism emphasized the extant actions of 
Jesus rather than his words (many of which were altered or composed by 
the early church) as the key to his life and death  

ii. John P. Meier (1991; 1994; 2001): a “marginal Jew” 
1. Meier envisions his final conclusions as the feasible product of a 

hypothetical “unpapal conclave” in which a Roman Catholic, a Protestant, a 
Jew, and an agnostic are placed within the Harvard Divinity School library 
and forced to reach a consensus concerning Jesus’ identity and intentions; 
throughout the magisterial study (three volumes thus far, with an additional 
volume forthcoming) he remains committed to viewing Jesus as a first-
century Jewish prophet, and devotes significant space to this topic 

iii. Brief excerpt 5: Franco Zeffirelli’s Jesu s o f  Nazare th (1977) 
1. In many ways, Zeffirelli’s meticulous attempts to achieve historical accuracy 

and avoid overt anti-Semitism (although he was not always successful in 
this regard prefigure the efforts of later members of the “Third Quest” 
(esp. Geza Vermes, Sanders, and Meier)   

iv. John Dominic Crossan (2001): the problem of sources 
1. Crossan’s work, with its emphasis upon the divide between the rural 

peasantry and the urban citizenry whose extravagances they supported, 
remains influential—but has been criticized for its rather frivolous use of 
source material; Crossan simply places the sources he wishes to use in his 
“Strata I” of traditions about Jesus (similar to Gibson’s heavy-handed use 
of the Gospel of John and the nineteenth-century visionary work The 
Dolorous Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ)  

v. Brief excerpt 6: Mel Gibson’s The Pass ion o f  t he  Chr is t  (2004) 
1. In Gibson’s trial scene, the onus of Jesus’ death is placed squarely upon the 

shoulders of the Jewish authorities and the angry mob; such a judgment is 
generally condemned in the most recent scholarship, which observes that 
only the Roman authorities possessed the power to inflict capital 
punishment during this period  

vi. Discussion 
1. How do the sociocultural and physical portrayals of the Jewish leadership in 

The Passion of the Christ (so reminiscent of DeMille’s earlier The King of Kings) 
compare or contrast with this quest’s essentially positive treatment of 
Judaism?  

III. Conclusion 
Like the scholarly “quest of the historical Jesus,” the cinematic quest remains open, and 
contributes to Christian theology through its biographical treatments of the individual who 
represents the epicenter of the faith.  As long as Jesus remains a significant source of devotion, 
contemplation, and speculation, dramatic reconstructions of his life, as diverse as those who are 
interested in him, will continue to appear and be voraciously devoured.    


