
Foreword

“Who do you say that I am?” As the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke tell the story, Jesus’s question to his disciples is haunting. This is 
because, first, we hear that lots of people had widely divergent, even con-
flicting views of Jesus. Is he John the Baptist, come back to life? Maybe 
he’s one of Israel’s prophets, resuscitated. And then, second, when one of 
the disciples, Peter, speaking for them all, responds to Jesus’s question, he 
gets it right, and wrong. He uses the right words—“You are the Christ, 
the Son of the living God” (Matthew 16:16), “You are the Christ” (Mark 
8:29), “The Christ sent from God” (Luke 9:20)—but he seems not to un-
derstand what he’s saying. Or, perhaps better, he apparently has a different 
dictionary to define those terms than Jesus uses. Who is Jesus?

For those of us concerned with the question of Jesus’s identity and sig-
nificance, Jesus Darkly is an exciting book. Here, Rafael Rodríguez changes 
the conversation about what we know about Jesus and how we know it. 
This is due above all to the way he takes advantage of a ground shift in the 
way we understand memory—and, therefore, the way we grasp what it 
means to represent history.

For two or three centuries, the Holy Grail of historical inquiry has 
been “Jesus as he really was.” This meant stripping away layers of inter-
pretation, like peeling back the layers of an onion, in order to discover a 
nontheological Jesus (or, maybe, a pretheological Jesus). Scholars sought 
to reconstruct what actually happened from a range of sources—the New 
Testament Gospels, to be sure, but also Paul’s writings and writings from 
outside the Bible. However, anyone who has peeled an onion knows that 
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an onion is simply layer upon layer, and study of any historical moment or 
person is the same. There is no “historical core” that stands apart from its 
interpretation. Every sentence is an organic fusion of event and interpreta-
tion. The quest to find “Jesus as he really was” turns out to be like that old 
quest for the mythological unicorn. There’s no such thing. Jesus is always 
known in relation to—say, in relation to the story of Israel, in relation to 
the woman taken ill, in relation to problems when the Corinthians gather 
at the table, or in relation to believers concerned with the seemingly ever-
present encroachment of evil in the world.

That’s because memories of people and events are being formed be-
fore the historian shows up to form a historical record. Oral history nur-
tures a community of memory, so that history-telling precedes and shapes 
history-writing. In this process, memories are constantly changing, some 
brought to the surface and others suppressed, shaped and reshaped, and 
pressed into service in relation to their perceived importance.

Jesus Darkly recognizes that memory is never an act of simple recall. 
Instead, it is a complex process in which the past is reconstructed in light 
of present interests that are defined and shaped in community. Decades 
of neuroscientific study have emphasized the degree to which memory 
is malleable and dynamic, especially as our recollections of people and 
events are cast within a narrative that runs from the past into the future. 
Accordingly, social memory studies, on which Rafael Rodríguez builds, 
rejects old ways of trying to divorce history from theology, while acknowl-
edging that all memory is an indissoluble concoction of past and present, 
of event and interpretation.

Bringing this approach to the study of Jesus means that we want to 
explore what Jesus’s person and mission mean within the narrative frame-
works we find already in the New Testament and, indeed, within the whole 
of the Scriptures. This approach allows us to get a toehold on how early 
Christians understood Jesus’s significance in relation to their own present 
challenges and needs. This approach focuses on how the representations 
of Jesus we have in the New Testament make sense of Jesus of Nazareth, 
and presses us to consider who Jesus was and what Jesus did that accounts 
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for the particular interpretations of Jesus we read in the Gospel of John,  
2 Corinthians, 1 Peter, and the rest.

Jesus Darkly is profound for the way it sets up conversations about 
study of the historical Jesus, study of the New Testament Gospels, and 
study of New Testament Christology. It’s also important for the way it situ-
ates Jesus’s significance within the overarch ing drama of the Bible. Its im-
portance, though, is matched by its accessibility, the way it welcomes read-
ers to this journey of exploration. We are indebted to Rafael Rodríguez for 
this rare accomplishment. And we hope for the widest possible readership.

Joel B. Green


