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    QUEST 
Essay 6                            A Publication of Human Awakening                     August 1990    

 

                  Back to Jesus before Christianity 

 
A Transcription of a Seminar Session by Robert D. Brinsmead  

 

Note: The following material is edited from the recording of a seminar presented in the spring 
of 1990 by Quest’s Australian editor and entitled “Back to the Future.” This article is the first 
in an ongoing series of articles from these sessions, which were conducted in Seattle, 
Washington.  

 

    THIRTY YEARS AGO I first came to the United States as a young Aussie, and it 
was here that a “critical mass” of interest developed and became associated with 
what was then known as the “Awakening” message. I would like to make a brief 
confession of where I stand today. Positively, I believe that Christ alone— his life and 
teaching, his suffering, dying and rising again in Palestine— is the gospel, the Word 
of God. This is a position from which I have called many things into question in my 
pilgrimage and disturbed many people, including myself. Yet this one great, 
unchanging verity is to me more certain than even my own existence, and without this 
verity there is no meaning and no life at all. 

   I would like to bring some meaning into that spiritual journey which began thirty 
years ago— a journey, with which, some of our readers have been associated from its 
beginning. I began this pilgrim age in the context of a certain Christian sect. We had a 
very incredible vision that was largely concerned about the future— a future which we 
as Christians variously call the Parousia, the End, the Second Coming of Christ, the 
ushering in of the kingdom of God. If we lay aside all the sectarian trappings which 
clothed our vision, in essence it maintained two basic features about this future. First, 
we were absolutely certain that it was imminent. It was so near that one could almost 
see it, touch it, smell it. Second, in view of the “open door” set before us in Jesus, this 
future could be realized, hastened, even precipitated as a “critical mass” of believers 
cooperated with Jesus in a synergistic vision of God working with his people. And this 
imminent future was to be realized, hastened and precipitated now, in “this 
generation.” 
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    This was not a message which made people sad and depressed and made their 
blood run more slowly. It was a message which made people glad, sit up, take notice, 
come alive, roll up their sleeves and say, “We are well able to go up and possess the 
land.” It was a heady vision to believe that we would not accept the world on its terms 
that sin and suffering and funerals did not have to continue. We were “naive” enough 
to believe they could be stopped. The journey since has been characterized by some 
as “tortuous,” yet we need to be able to laugh at ourselves as we look back over the 
pilgrimage. After all, laughter makes a journey pass more quickly! 

   The wallaby an Australian kangaroo, provides an illustration of where I have come 
to after thirty years. When I was a boy, my dad would say to me, “When you’re trying 
to catch a wallaby and your dog begins the chase, be patient and wait where the 
chase began; because if the pursuit continues, it’s only a matter of time before the 
wallaby comes right back to where it started” I am like that Australian wallaby! I have 
never lost that dream of the future which initiated our journey thirty years ago. I will 
confess that at times that star may not have shown as brightly on the pilgrimage. But 
it has always been there. And today it is brighter and clearer than ever. 

The Meaning of Our Journey 

   Then what have we been doing for thirty years? What is the meaning of our 
journey? There was first the vision of the future and of Christ as the open door to that 
future. To use some sectarian terminology, we were going to initiate the “loud cry.” 
The prophecy in Revelation 18 was to be fulfilled, and the earth was to be lightened 
with the glory of God in the proclamation of the message of Christ and what he is able 
to do and of the open door set before us. There was nothing wrong with the vision of 
the future, but Jesus was so plastered over with our “peanut-butter” culture that this 
vision could not go to the whole world! The world wouldn’t know what to do with a 
Sabbatarian Jesus, a “two-thousand-three-hundred-days” Jesus, a Jesus who 
wanders around in the celestial geography of some two-apartment sanctuary in 
heaven. And although I like vegetarianism, neither was the world dying for the 
message of a vegetarian Jesus, nor even a teetotaling Jesus. 

   Ours was a very, very sectarian Jesus. We were just as mistaken as five thousand 
men who long ago were stirred by the preaching of Jesus and his vision of the 
kingdom of God as an imminent reality which could be hastened and even 
precipitated. To them Jesus was a military messiah, someone who would utterly 
defeat the hated Romans. Like these men, we needed learning; and much of that 
learning was unlearning. In this respect I am reminded of a jet airplane, whose 
progress is determined by the rate of expulsion of air from its engines. It took us years 
to expel the sectarian nonsense heaped upon Jesus Christ as we saw that such a 
Jesus could not bring about our vision of the future. It was not “Jesus only” whom we 
were going to take to the world. It was Jesus plus all our sectarian baggage and the 
terrible barriers which that brings in our cosmopolitan world. After a time we came out 
into the playing field of the evangelical Protestant Jesus. There were valuable lessons 
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to be learned from the Protestant Reformation. But anyone acquainted with classical 
Protestant theology and its deterministic emphasis on the sovereignty of God knows 
that this theology cannot be maintained without destroying the vision of an imminent 
future which, in cooperation with God, can be realized, hastened and even 
precipitated. In this theology the believer has nothing to do with realizing, hastening 
and precipitating the Parousia. The sovereign God of classical Protestant theology 
brings that future in his own time. Soon a sense of the imminence and urgency of the 
eschaton is lost. So in Protestantism there was no vital preaching of the coming of the 
kingdom of God. 

   We also found Protestantism’s vision of justification by faith to be very deficient. It 
was a view concerned with a, me-in-isolation justification— me-in-isolation getting rid 
of my burden of guilt and being accepted before the Lord, me-in-isolation thanking 
God I’m saved despite what happens to the rest. The original New Testament 
doctrine of justification was to heal the divisions between Jewish Christians and 
Gentile Christians. But with the birth of Protestantism and its, me-in-isolation doctrine 
of justification, we find the very opposite in the proliferation of arguing, warring 
Christians breaking up into all kinds of factions. 

   Protestantism also proved to be quite legalistic. The logic of its doctrine of the first, 
second and third uses of the law leads to Sabbatarianism and other related views 
which we held at the beginning of our pilgrimage. 

   So we saw that our vision could not be accomplished with the sectarian Jesus we 
first preached, or even with the deficiencies of the Protestant Jesus. We therefore 
believed that we had to go back to the Jesus of primitive Christianity, to the so-called 
“golden era” of the first Christians. But, as the over whelming consensus of scholars 
has abundantly proved, we found that there was no golden era to which we could 
return. From the very beginning, the early Christians were warring, factious and 
diverse. Beginning on the right were the Pharisaic Christians, then the Essenic 
Christians, the apocalyptic Christians, the Jacobean or Jerusalem Christians, the 
Petrine Christians, the Pauline Christians, the Johannine Christians and, on the 
extreme left, the Gnostic Christians. 

   Those early Christians were unbelievably like us! Their ability to hate one another in 
the name of Jesus was incredible! They had a “damn-everyone-who-doesn’t-see-it-
just-our-way” Jesus to proclaim to the world, not to mention a mythical worldview in 
many respects. Jesus was put in the context of their culture. They had a very anti-
feminine Jesus to preach to the world. Women were considered gullible, since in their 
view it was not man who first sinned, but woman. So women were not to occupy a 
position of leadership in the church and, in fact, were to keep quiet and not even ask 
questions in church but be silent and in subjection, “as says the Law” (1 Cor. 14:34). 
And some still think that is part of the gospel! 

   A very bright, university-educated woman worked for me in my tourist-farm business 
in Australia. She was active for a time in the women’s liberation movement in Sydney 
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and she was not ignorant of the stance which certain New Testament passages take 
toward women. She asked me how I could justify that position. The fact is that I could 
not justify it. I certainly couldn’t say to her that the new day of equality, liberty and 
opportunity for women is all due to the influence of the Christian church! She would 
have laughed in my face! No, not even early Christianity represented by the New 
Testament documents written a generation or so after Jesus, is sufficient. 

   Finally, therefore, we journeyed back to the Jesus represented by the title of Albert 
Nolan’s book, Jesus before Christianity. 1 Though not the last word, this book, written 
by a fine Catholic scholar, is an excellent beginning; and I recommend it highly. In this 
connection it is important to realize that the old boundary lines between Catholics and 
Protestants are meaningless today. There are Catholic scholars who are 
courageously laying aside their tradition, concerned only with returning to the true 
Jesus before Christianity. Like us, they are concerned with reconstructing the true 
Jesus of history, a Jesus who has not been molded by subsequent New Testament 
concerns. This is a very exciting and rewarding endeavor made possible by the 
historical-critical method. Though feared by some conservative Christians, this is 
simply the task of examining the New Testament documents in their historical setting, 
using the diversity of witnesses to arrive at a remarkably accurate picture of what is 
really essential to know about the Jesus of history. It has taken us thirty years to 
journey back to this Jesus before Christianity back to Jesus alone— a Jesus freed 
from all the distortions of the Christian religion. 

   So now we have Jesus alone, beautifully illustrated by the Gospel story of Jesus on 
the mount of transfiguration. There stood Jesus with Moses and Elijah, until the vision 
faded and the disciples saw no one but “Jesus only” (Matt. 17:8). Today he stands 
before us free of all else, in all his magnificent completeness, and we see no one but 
Jesus only. His life, teaching, suffering, dying and resurrection are all-complete. They 
tell us all we can know about God, all we can know about man, all we can know about 
the future. We may make the mistake of trying to add to this knowledge, but Jesus 
alone is forever all-sufficient. 

The Meaning of “Jesus Alone” 

   Some may say, “All right, then, just leave me with Jesus only— Jesus who makes 
me safe, Jesus who gives me peace and security, Jesus who gives me all I need. And 
please stop disturbing me!” But this leaves one with the distortion of a “me-in-
isolation” Jesus, a “thank-God-I’m-safe” Jesus, and not the true Jesus before 
Christianity.  

   I am reminded of the evangelical Christian woman who wrote to a Jewish rabbi, 
appealing to him to accept Jesus as his Messiah so that he might have the lovely 
peace in his heart that she had and enjoy all the wonderful things that Christ could do 
for him. He wrote back, thanking her for her letter but saying, “Your Jesus does not 
appeal to me. All you have talked about is the lovely peace and comfort this Jesus 
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has given you, while so many in our world are bleeding and dying. You have no 
vision,” he explained, as he pointed to the violence and the possibilities of mass 
destruction and mass starvation which the world faces. That rabbi was nearer to the 
truth than was the evangelical Christian. 

   We need to understand the true meaning of “Jesus alone.” First, “Jesus alone” 
means a truly human Jesus. Yet often our views have not been of a human Jesus at 
all. He has been so distorted by our ideas of theology and divinity that we have not 
allowed him to be truly human. A person, who walks this earth, knowing everything 
and seeing everything, is no human. That is not God joining the human race. I believe 
in the divinity of Jesus, but not in the old way. Some want to tell me that when Jesus 
pointed to the beauty of the lily and declared that not even Solomon was arrayed in 
such glory, it was because Jesus knew he had made the lily. Some even think he 
remembered how he made it! Some think Jesus could have regaled his hearers about 
his forelife back in heaven! This is not the truly human Jesus— the young man with a 
vision of a future which he declared was imminent, at the door. 

   This very human Jesus declared that he had come to “send fire on the earth” (Luke 
12:49). He was a Jesus who upset the religious establishment, overturned the tables 
of the moneychangers, and challenged the social and political orders. 

   This Jesus would not accept the world on its present terms. He was not a fatalistic 
Jesus who believed that bloodshed foreseen by John the Baptist was inevitable. He 
was a Jesus who was irrepressibly optimistic, believing that something could be done 
to change the course of history and that the kingdom of God was near. What a vision 
Jesus had! To him the kingdom of God was so near that in his preaching people could 
sense it, almost smell it, certainly taste it. It was so near that Jesus called people to 
start the parties and begin to celebrate. This was the meaning of the eating and 
drinking Jesus. 

   This was no sectarian Jesus. He identified himself with the oppressed lower 
classes. He wasn’t even bothered by people with strange religions. The Roman 
centurion, the Syrophoenician and the Samaritan presented no barriers to him. He 
didn’t exclude them and say that because they had false religions they were doomed 
to hell. Unlike his followers, and unlike some views reflected even in the New 
Testament, he did not declare that all those who did not pronounce the “truth” just a 
certain way were lost. When he was asked the way to eternal life, he did not select an 
orthodox person for his example. Rather, he selected a scorned Samaritan as his 
example of the man who has eternal life (see Luke 10:30-37). In our Western culture 
it is as if Jesus had selected a despised Marxist for his example. His story of the 
Good Samaritan may be read as if Jesus had said, “A Marxist saw a man lying half-
dead by the side of the road. Now another who had higher religious priorities was on 
his way to a General Conference Session of Evangelical Christians, and he passed 
the wounded man by on the other side. And still another was hastening to the World 
Council of Churches at Geneva, and he too passed by the wounded man. But the 
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Marxist saw the wounded man suffering and dying, and at great risk to his own 
person he treated him with compassion”— a word repeatedly used by the record to 
describe the humanity of Jesus. In his story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus is saying 
that it was the man who scarcely had one thing correct in his theology who possessed 
eternal life. That is what the nonsectarian Jesus was like. 

A Summary and Challenge 

   To summarize, Jesus’ message was about a future, about the arrival of the kingdom 
of God— a kingdom which embraced a new society, a new humanity. He declared 
that this kingdom was imminent. And he called a people to develop a “critical mass” of 
response to realize that kingdom, as he said, in “this generation” (Matt. 24:34). If I 
may allude to the beginning of our pilgrimage, Jesus proclaimed the original 
“awakening” message about the future, about its imminence, and about how, more 
than we have thought, the responsibility for its realization lies with us. Do we really 
desire it? Will we act for it? What an astounding proclamation! What a revolutionary 
message! 

   Amazingly, although the first Christians who followed Jesus have written enough in 
the New Testament for us to reconstruct his vision of the kingdom of God, nowhere in 
the New Testament do the apostles proclaim Jesus’ gospel of the kingdom. Much is 
said about such things as Jesus being the Messiah and the Son of God, and that 
believing these propositions about Jesus is the way of salvation. Yet Christians could 
believe all this and still damn everyone else who wouldn’t see things their way. Some 
of the best scholarship today acknowledges this difference between the gospel which 
Jesus proclaimed and the gospel which even his apostles proclaimed. We do not 
damn the apostles; in fact, we are very dependent on their testimony. But there is 
something about the New Testament community which is very different from Jesus. It 
was very sectarian, very ascetic, and very “gray.” Its spirit was so different in some 
respects from that of the true Jesus of history. 

   The challenge before us now is to return to the first “awakening” message 
proclaimed by Jesus. This is not only the meaning of our thirty-year journey; it is the 
meaning of the two-thousand-year journey of the Christian community of which we 
are a part. We are not called to go back to a Protestant theology which loses all vital 
vision of the future, nor even to the so-called “golden era” of primitive Christianity. 
Rather, we are challenged to go back to Jesus before Christianity, back to his gospel 
of an imminent kingdom of God, back to his vision of the future.  

Note:    

1. Albert Nolan’s book, Jesus before Christianity.  
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