
Pastor Stef’s Book Review – December 2019 

For this year’s Christmas season I read Joseph Ratzinger’s short little book The Infancy Narratives: 
Jesus of Nazareth (2012). If you do not recognize the name Joseph Ratzinger you may recognize the 
name he took as Pope Benedict XVI, the Pope prior to the current Pope Francis.  

Joseph Ratzinger is a brilliant Bible scholar who has written numerous books on the Christian 
faith. His book on the Infancy Narratives of Jesus is part of a larger three volume trilogy he has written 
on the life of Christ. In the work on the Infancy, Ratzinger goes through all the passages in the gospels of 
Matthew and Luke that deal with Jesus’ birth and childhood. As he does this he interacts with both 
historic and contemporary church teachers to help draw out what the text says. Because he stays close 
to the text, if the book didn’t have “Pope Benedict XVI” on the cover you’d be hard pressed to know that 
it was even written by a Catholic. In fact, at one point he even disagrees with how Augustine uses the 
text to support the doctrine of Mary's perpetual virginity. In what could easily have been used to 
support this Catholic doctrine from one of the church’s greatest teachers, Ratzinger has the integrity to 
recognize that Augustine is stretching the passage beyond what it could possibly mean. (I’m assuming 
that Ratzinger still believes in the perpetual virginity of Mary, as it is a Catholic dogma, and he was the 
Pope, but he must have other reasons than Augustine’s misreading of the biblical text). No matter what 
Christian tradition you come from it would be difficult to find much to disagree with in this book. It is 
just good solid Biblical teaching. What C.S. Lewis would call Mere Christianity – note, mere not simplistic 
Christianity. There is a difference. Ratzinger and Lewis are not simplistic, which they would take as a 
great insult to themselves and, more importantly, to the faith.    

Ratzinger’s Infancy book is also strongly devotional, as scholarship and devotion do not need to be 
separate from one another. I was particularly moved with the double imagery that was brought out in 
his musing on Luke 2:6-7 in which, along with the early church, Ratzinger sees Jesus being wrapped in 
swaddling clothes as a foreshadow of his eventual burial garments after his crucifixion; Jesus being laid 
in a manger as foreshowing his teaching on “eating his body” as we remember him during communion; 
and the fact that, though he created everything and holds the world in his hands, there was “no room” 
for him in the inn and often “no room” for him in our lives. This is great stuff! It is solidly exegetical, 
historical, theological, but also solidly creative, poetic and beautiful. You will not find many Bible 
teachers to sit under today who are better than Joseph Ratzinger. I’m now looking forward to his other 
two books on the life of Jesus, and then his book on Paul.  

I wish Martin Luther could have interacted with the likes of Pope Benedict XVI instead of Leo X. I 
can’t help but think the Reformation would have gone in a better direction. The Catholic Church still has 
a lot of cleaning up to do (not that we are squeaky clean Protestants), but it’s a lot healthier today than 
it was in Luther’s day, and it has been producing some outstanding Christ-centered  teachers (some of 
whom have become Pope). If you have a chance this Christmas, read this little book. It will not only 
introduce you to a great Bible teacher, but even better, it will reintroduce you to the one who came at 
Christmas and started changing everything towards what is good, holy, just and beautiful.                 

 



 


