






































turies earlier. Isaiah, in a reference about the coming Messiah,
writes, “He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, noth-
ing in his appearance that we should desire him.” This oblique
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leader who would turn the world upside down must be eye-
pleasing. In this respect, at least, Jesus doesn’t fit comfortably
into the movie-star mode seen thus far in media portrayals.

The gospels focus on Jesus’ less tangible qualities of heart
and soul—on a compassionate teacher, a God-driven healer and
miracle worker. They accentuate Jesus' down-to-earth character
directed by a prophetic, otherworldly orientation—a blue-col-
lar tradesman getting into theological disputes with the reli-
gious establishment. These are difficult qualities to weave into
one convincing personality.

Always an interpretive quandary is how to flesh out a Jesus
script. The gospels give us some of Jesus’ teachings and cryptic,
sometimes coded sketches of dialogue—altogether a mere skele-
ton on which to construct a full-bodied movie-set character.

Still, films such as_Jess, the collaboration between the Gen-
esis Project and Campus Crusade for Christ seen billions world-
wide, manages a compelling message without adding to the
gospel text. Used widely for evangelism, it has now been trans-
lated into 500 languages. (This film is used extensively by
members of the United Bible Societies and is central to a num-
ber of Opportunity 21 projects.)

Most recently ABC anchor Peter Jennings, in his two-hour
documentary Search for Jesns, took a more limited approach. He
did not try to recreate the son of God on screen. Instead he set out
on a journalist’s hunt to find the Jesus of history, a plausible Jesus.
He said, as a journalist, he could not divine whether or not Jesus
was the Son of God—such questions were “a matter of faith.” He
was willing to settle for the man behind the gospel myth.

Mr. Jennings gives the impression that, as an objective jour-
nalist, he went far and wide to gather a balance of perspectives
about the son of God, while remaining the neutral reporter. Yet
the majority of Bible scholars that guide Jennings through his
search are members of a small cadre of academics called the
Jesus Seminar. The ones Jennings cites seem intent on pealing
away from the gospels material they consider most likely re-
constructions of the early church. They only use the Scriptures
as a good “starting place.”

So Mr. Jennings' search is not bound by the New Testament
witness. When asked by Christianity Today, “Do any of Jesus’
remarks leave you wishing he said more?” Mr. Jennings replied,
“The very first place we visited was the controversial Jesus Sem-
inar. [ was struck by cheir intellectual arcempr to ery to decide
(vote on) what Jesus really said,” inferring that he doubts we
can know much of what Jesus “really” said. Few traditional
Christian voices about issues of substance, such as who was
Jesus' father, get much time on camera.

Unlike European paintings of Jesus from the Middle Ages,
most media reenactments seek to establish an authentic histor-
ical context for the life of Jesus. Mr. Jennings' Search adds to
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this a vivid picture, emphasizing the political tensions and eco-
nomic conditions of first-century Palestine.

He builds a case for Jesus as a political rebel intent on over-
throwing Israel’s Roman oppressors. Marcus Borg, a participant
in the Jesus Seminar, sums up this redefined Jesus: “ ... when
we turn the story of Jesus into the eternal sacrifice for sin that
makes our forgiveness possible, then we really ser aside that
which mattered so much to him {Jesus}, namely cthe poor, the
untouchables, the suffering of people.”

Mr. Borg's statement contradicts gospel accounts of the Last Sup-
per and what many believe is a core message of God's Word—that
in Jesus God made provision for our forgiveness. By elevating Jesus’
concern for the disenfranchised—what some consider only sympto-
matic of the underlying problem (sin)—to be Jesus’ end goal, they
frame the message of the Good News as a sociopolitical agenda.

Virtually everyching we can know about the Jesus of history we
learn from the gospels. There are a few exceptions. The Roman
historian Tacticus confirms Jesus’ execution by Pilot. The first-
century Jewish historian Josephus makes two references to Jesus,
though they are disputed by some. So, outside of the Scriptures,
we can know very little about history’s most influential figure.

Given his aims, Mr. Jennings may have done the best job he
could. His limits of discovery, as a hard-facts reporter, led him
to offer more plausible explanations about events pointing to
Jesus” divinity, including the virgin bircth and other miracles,
while sidestepping anything Jesus said about himself or his
mission. The Search was more circumspect with the resurrec-
tion, concluding that, given the astonishing spread of Chris-
tianity, “something unique must have happened.”

The flow of this search, the unrelenting march of changing
images, typical of media presentations, allows little time for
critical reflection. One image quickly follows another, leaving
us wicth impressions, sometimes inspirational, sometimes dis-
tressing, sometimes disappointing.

Bottom line, there is little room in this search for anything
transcendent. Still, this Search got high viewer ratings.

The promise and hope of the Good News—of Jesus show-
ing that us the deeper dimensions of living, showing us that
even in everyday life there are moments when we can reconnect
with the source of our being, keeps Jesus a hot media subject.
In the popular mind there still seems this awareness chat in
Jesus there resides the keys to what is right and whole.

The Scriptures do not offer much of the stuff on which visu-
al media representations of Jesus depend. However satisfying or
disquieting these virtual encounters may be, does God mean
for us, through medirating on his Word, to engage Jesus on
another, more immediarte level as well?

Dallas Willard, in the Divine Conspiracy, writes “He comes
where we are, and brings us the life we hunger for. An early
report reads, ‘Life was in him, life that made sense of human
existence.” (John 1.4). To be the light of life, and to deliver
God'’s life to women and men where they are and as chey are, is
the secret of the enduring relevance of Jesus.”












































