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How Human Was Jesus?
By Daniel J. Finucane, PhD

What was it like to be around 
Jesus? Some Christians think 
Jesus’ divinity meant that an 

all-knowing, divine person masqueraded 
as a human. He might look like he 
needed sleep or food or some time to 
himself—but he was really above all that. 
He might ask questions, but he already 
knew the answers. Couldn’t he have 
stepped out of this human role any time? 
Hecklers at his death suggested that. He 
was tempted early in his ministry to do 
just that.

Do we believe Christ struggled? If he 
didn’t, how could he ever understand 
us? Did he only pretend to suffer? It 
is fascinating that one of the earliest 
temptations among those who heard 
the Gospel, one of the first Christian 
heresies, was Docetism (from the Greek 
word meaning “to seem”). This was the 
belief that the Son of God only pretended 
to suffer and die on the cross. Christians 
continue to be tempted to this view. 

How human was Jesus? So human 
he could die. How connected was Jesus 
to us humans? So connected he would 
rather die than give up on us or separate 
himself from us. Why not give up all this 
pain and frustration? Why not change 
stones to bread? Why not throw some 
divine power around? Show the Romans 
who the boss is! Show the sinners who is 
right here! Show the weak just who has 
the clout, here and now, once and for all. 
Why don’t you use your power?! 

That was not the route Jesus, the Son, 
took. He refused to exploit equality with 
God. He refused to exploit divine power. 
Instead, Jesus emptied himself. What did 
that accomplish? No matter how weak, 
how empty, how deeply we are caught 
up in trouble, even caught up in death, 
Jesus has been there. Jesus is there. The 
Good News of Christ risen means this: 
God would not—will not—let death be 
the final word. 

Sunday Readings
Numbers 21:4–9
The Israelites, tired from wandering the 
desert, complain. Serpents come, biting 
and killing many. The people repent, and 
Moses pleads for them. God instructs 
Moses to mount a bronze serpent on a 
pole, and whoever looks upon it, lives. 

Philippians 2:6–11
In humility and obedience, Christ ac-
cepted God’s will that he should die on 
the cross. In return, heaven and earth 
worship Jesus alone and exalt his name.

John 3:13–17
Jesus tells Nicodemus that the Son of 
Man must “be lifted up” so that all who 
believe may live. God gave his only Son 
in order to save the world.

Liguori Publications l Liguori.org

• �Do�you�willingly�accept�sacrifice�and�

suffering for Christ’s sake?

•  What does the necessity of the cruci-

fixion�tell�us�about�human�nature?

Now from Ligouri Publications!

Lord, you showed the 
depth of your love by 
accepting suffering and 

death on the cross. 
Give me the grace  
to follow in your  

footsteps. 
From Mindful Meditations for 

Every Day of Lent and Easter,  
by Rev. Warren J. Savage  
and Mary Ann McSweeny



By Kathleen M. Basi

know what to do with Christ’s human 
nature. Somehow it seems sacrilegious 
to think of him as a man. Does our focus 
on the divine Jesus take away from the 
challenge issued by the human Jesus 
to reflect God in our every action and 
thought?

By inhabiting our physical form, Jesus 
sanctified it. The Incarnation reminds us 
that all we are and all we love as human 
beings are intrinsically good—eating, 
drinking, laughing, and loving, as well as 
the more conventionally holy pursuits. 
Our responsibility, then, is to live the 
range of human experiences in a way 
that affirms and reflects the design of the 
one who made them.

The Redeemer, Mary, 
and You
By Fr. Matthew Allman, CSsR

Nowadays most Christians who 
paid attention during catechism 
class can tell you that we believe 

Jesus Christ was and is fully human and 
fully divine. But what seems so settled 
to us now was a cause of great contro-
versy for the early Church. For the first 
Christians, the natural struggle was to 
recognize Jesus’ divine nature, a challenge 
we witness through so many figures in 
the New Testament, even Jesus’ closest 
disciples. We can imagine that Mary’s 
testimony about the manner of her Son’s 
conception and birth might have helped 
some of the earliest Christians inch closer 
to the fullness of their faith.

Within a few generations, though, 
the struggle for many people wasn’t to 
recognize Jesus’ divinity but his human-
ity. Docetism, which denied the human 
nature of Christ, was a popular early her-
esy. But Orthodox Christians pointed to 
Mary’s human motherhood as a reminder 
of the reality of the Incarnation. 

When the balance tipped once more 
and the heresy of Arianism became 
popular, people denied the fullness of 
Christ’s divinity by saying he was cre-
ated—and that at one time he was not. 
Orthodox Christians again rallied around 
Mary. At the Council of Nicea in 325, the 
Church upheld the tradition of calling 
Mary the Mother of God, as an affirma-
tion of the divine nature of Christ. 

Mary has always helped the Church 
come to a deeper and truer understand-
ing of her son. May our Mother of 
Perpetual Help do the same for us.  

WEEKDAY 
READINGS
September 15–20

Mon. Our Lady of Sorrows: 
 1 Corinthians 11:17–26, 33 / 
 John 19:25–27 or Luke 2:33–35
Tues.   Sts. Cornelius and Cyprian: 1 Corinthians 

12:12–14, 27–31 / Luke 7:11–17
Wed.  St. Robert Bellarmine: 1 Corinthians   
 12:31—13:13 / Luke 7:31–35

Thu.   1 Corinthians 15:1–11 / Luke 7:36–50
Fri.  St. Januarius: 1 Corinthians 15:12–20 /  
 Luke 8:1–3
Sat.  Sts. Andrew Kim Tae–gŏn,  
 Paul Chŏng Ha-sang, and Companions:  
 1 Corinthians 15:35–37, 42–49 /  
 Luke 8:4-15
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Jesus Sanctified  
Our Physical Form

I often wonder what Jesus was like 
in person. The Gospels, compiled 
decades after his death and resurrec-

tion from oral traditions filtered through 
hundreds of retellings, only give us a 
sketchy (and often—let’s face it—pretty 
dry) picture. We can guess with what 
awe the people who witnessed his 
miracles viewed him. We can imagine 
the joy and gratitude felt by the man 
whose daughter was raised from the 
dead. We can read between the lines of 
Jesus’ conflicts with Pharisees and see 
them choking with rage. But the man 
himself? We know his philosophy, but 
not his personality. Surely the human 
Jesus wasn’t the solemn, intense persona 
portrayed in many religious images and 
docudramas. 

Many things change throughout the 
ages, but human nature does not. Humor 
attracts; holiness intensifies more with 
unselfconscious smiles than with finger-
wagging pronouncements. Jesus must 
have been charismatic and energetic, 
speaking in the idioms and style of the 
time. People must have laughed and 
cried when he spoke. They must have 
left his presence so inspired that they 
had to tell everyone they met. Otherwise, 
he wouldn’t have been such a threat.

What does Christ’s presence inspire us 
to do? Our interaction is with the Eucha-
rist, a gift we see as spiritual nourish-
ment but not always as a call to action. 
I daresay that in many ways we find the 
Eucharist less challenging than a human 
Jesus who ate with sinners and took 
on the establishment. We don’t quite 


