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      Preface

    


    
      Jesus of Nazareth is arguably the most famous and influential human being who has ever lived on Earth. Only the most skeptical observers have denied his existence as a historical figure. According to the Christian tradition, Jesus was born, lived, and died in the land of Israel/Palestine some two thousand years ago. Yet even after his shameful death on a cross, he remains the center of the world‚Äôs largest religion. And many people today all over the world guide their lives by asking: What would Jesus do?


      Intended as neither a devotional work nor an apologetic‚Äìtheological treatise, this historical treatment of Jesus covers the ancient literary sources about him, modern methods of approaching them, the major events in his life, persons and places associated with him, the form and content of his teachings, what can be said about his death and the claims about his resurrection, and the contributions of major modern scholars to the quest for the historical Jesus.


      This volume consists of three major parts: (1) an introduction to the major topics pertaining to Jesus as a historical figure, providing a road map for what appears in the main part; (2) the historical dictionary, containing over four hundred entries. Within the individual entries some words appear in boldface type, which indicates that important related information can be found in those other entries; and (3) the bibliography, listing some of the most important books related to Jesus and the world in which he lived and worked. For biblical quotations and for the spellings of names and places in this volume, I have generally followed the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) of the Bible.


      In the historical dictionary, I have included entries on some modern scholars whose works on Jesus have become classics (Albert Schweit-zer, C. H. Dodd, Joachim Jeremias, and others) and some who in recent years have made important and original contributions (such as E. P. Sanders, John P. Meier, N. T. Wright). If I were to include many more such entries, there would be no end and the figure of Jesus might be overwhelmed by his modern interpreters. For those who wish to pursue in even greater detail developments in modern Jesus scholarship from the mid-1950s to the present, I suggest consulting the back issues of New Testament Abstracts, with which I have been associated for many years.


      I have also included articles on the major parables of Jesus. Many scholars contend that these short narratives allow us best to hear the voice of Jesus on what was undoubtedly the central theme of his teaching and activity, the kingdom of God. The Gospel parables are not merely clever stories or timeless fables; rather, they make essential contributions to our historical understanding of Jesus in his role as the prophet of God‚Äôs kingdom. For those in search of further enlightenment on various topics, the many books listed in the bibliography provide ample resources. They have been chosen because they are representative of what I regard as especially significant developments in modern research on Jesus as a historical figure.


      Since Jesus was a religious teacher, the dictionary necessarily deals with some theological topics. But in my presentation here I have made every effort to be concise and objective, leaving the decision to accept, admire, doubt, or reject the person and teachings of Jesus up to the reader. Indeed, I frequently point out the historical difficulties involved in various matters pertaining to him.


      For persons of faith, of course, the witness of the four Gospels is more important than the historian‚Äôs Jesus. Nevertheless, I believe that the application of historical methods can help everyone to better understand the nature of the tradition about Jesus and encounter Jesus as the personality behind the Gospels and their traditions. If anyone wishes to see how I put this material together for a general audience from my own Christian faith perspective, please consult my books Jesus: A Historical Portrait (2007) and Jesus, the Revelation of the Father‚Äôs Love: What the New Testament Teaches Us (2010).


      About ten years ago, Jon Woronoff contacted me about the possibility of my writing the Historical Dictionary of Jesus for Scarecrow Press. After giving his invitation much thought, I felt I had to decline because of several other commitments I had at that time. But I always regretted passing up such a wonderful opportunity. Indeed, I often consulted the website to see if someone else had taken up the project. In the fall of 2009, I had a visit from Sarah Stanton of Rowman & Littlefield about another project and mentioned this to her. She put me in contact with her colleague Ed Kurdyla of Scarecrow Press. I am very grateful to all concerned for giving me both the idea and the opportunity to rectify a past mistake and to carry out a labor of love. I also thank Blair Andrews for his editorial suggestions and his work on my manuscript.
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