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N ImportaNt seemINg coNflIct appears IN the epIstle to the hebrews.   
on the one hand, in 5:8, we read that Jesus “learned obedience from the things he suffered.” on the 
other hand, the same Epistle (10:--10) dramatizes the very first moment of  his human existence: “Com-
ing into the world, he says: Sacrifice and oblation you did not desire, but you have fitted a body to me. 
.. then I said: behold I come-it is written at the head of  the book about me-to do your will, o god. ... 

by this ‘will’ we were sanctified by the offering of  the body of  Jesus Christ once for all.” Clearly this is a 
dramatization,1 but it is equally clear what the author means to teach. always, in fact, from the very start of  

his life, Jesus made obedience his life’s theme. he was determined to obey, and he did obey, even to death on the 
cross. hence his obedience is presented as perfect, complete, from the beginning, embracing even the supreme 

sacrifice. But how could he be so completely obedient and yet learn obedience? The problem is further complicated 
by the fact that the same epistle repeatedly speaks of  his being perfected (5:9, 2:10, 7:28) as though he had been 
imperfect. Yet 4:15 asserts that he was “tried in all things according to a likeness [to us, yet was] without sin.” If  he 
was without sin in all temptations, he was never disobedient, never really imperfect (we shall see later the relation of  
obedience to perfection).
 In an effort to resolve this apparent conflict, we will first review what the commentators have said about his 
being perfected and about learning obedience, and then consider some evidence from experimental psychology.

the perfectINg of JesUs

 Some take the words “being perfected” and similar expressions in a solely cultic way. Thus Michel points out 
that the word perfect often is meant in a priestly-sacral sense, and calls our attention to luke 13:32: “on the third day 
I am made perfect.”2

In the interdisciplinary study which follows, Fr. William Most provides an interesting and convincing 
interpretation of  Holy Scripture’s statement that Jesus “learned obedience”, despite the fact that he 
was perfectly obedient to the Father from the first. This study is important not only for its exegetical 
merit, but also for the insight it gives into the nature of  that unity of  body and soul which we call 
man. In reading carefully, one can learn much about the problems besetting his own spiritual growth. 
Finally, the article shows forth the best in modern religious scholarship-a judicious use of  both sacred 
and secular learning, an openness to new developments, and conclusions consistent with the demands 

of  faith and reason alike.
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 others see a sense that is cultic, but not solely so. 
thus westcott says: “the installation of  this priest was a 
type of  that which christ attained to absolutely.”3 how-
ever, he also adds that through obedience he was brought 
“to the full moral perfection of  his humanity.”4 later he 
explains, “The Lord’s manhood was (negatively) sinless 
and (positively) perfect, that is, perfect relatively at ever 
stage; and therefore he truly advanced by ‘learning’ ....”5 
m. bourke follows westcott on both points.6

 The most extreme view is that of  Vanhoye who 
says, “. .. the authors [who exclude moral perfecting] let 
themselves be guided by a priori ideas which fit poor-
ly with the affirmations of  the epistle. It nowhere says 
that ‘Jesus had all moral perfection since his birth.’”7 
further:8

 

 less radical are the views 
that the experience caused Jesus 
to know experimentally what suf-
fering is, making him better qual-
ified to fulfill his priestly office 
(Nicolau,10 turrado11). at least 
similar are the ideas of  Kuss,12 
Montefiore,13 bruce,14 and spicq. 
The latter seems to explicitly re-
ject the notion of  being made 
morally perfect.15

 hard to classify is the 
view of  buchanan that in a re-
ligious context, being made per-
fect means being made fully qual-
ified.16 he adds that verses 5:8-9 
associate Jesus with the suffering 
servant, that is with “generations 
of  Jews [who] suffered to perform enough merits to bal-
ance the books, so that the rest of  Israel might return to 
the promised land.”17

 to summarize, some take perfected in a purely 
cultic sense, but most commentators wish to add to such 
a view that Jesus was made fully qualified to be a mediator 

by his experience of  misery. Some would say there was 
a relative moral growth: he was relatively perfect at each 
stage, not absolutely perfect. finally, Vanhoye thinks he 
was positively morally imperfect to such an extent that he 
needed a complete recasting, so complete that only the 
dissolution of  death could effect it.

learNINg obeDIeNce

 when we turn to the problem of  hebrews 5:8 
itself, we find that some simply seem not to notice the 
difficulty. Michel speaks of  a hellenistic play on words,18 
recalling the pathei mathos of  aeschylus.19 Montefiore 
says that he did not learn obedience “as one who had 
not known it before. rather, he took his obedience `up 
to death’ . . . to the point beyond which it could be taken 
no further.”20 but he does not clarify further. he could 
mean much the same as those who hold that Jesus gained 
experimental knowledge of  the cost of  obedience, even 
though he had had obedience before. thus robinson: 
“Jesus learned obedience ... in appreciating from practi-
cal experience what its full meaning was.”21 turrado22 and 
Nicolau23 speak similarly. cody suggests he learned obe-

dience “humanly in his accepted 
suffering ....”24 spicq asserts that 
Jesus, “perfect since his concep-
tion ... could not make any prog-
ress in obedience, but he had to 
deploy that virtue in all circum-
stances even to heroism.” by this 
he gained an “enriching psycho-
logical experience and practical 
knowledge, an appreciation of  
suffering that was indispensable 
for having compassion as a priest 
on that of  his brothers ....”25 her-
ing seems to have a similar view: 
“he learned to have pity on those 
like him ....”26

 westcott wrote: “suffer-
ings . . . may be said to teach obe-
dience as they confirm it and call 

it out actively ... the learning of  obedience does not imply 
the conquest of  disobedience as actual.”27 he means, as 
we saw above, that Jesus was sinless and perfect relatively 
at every stage, and so he could truly advance by learn-
ing.28 m. bourke cites and approves of  westcott,29 and re-
peats the comparison to greek literature,30 which we saw 
in the view of  michel. Vanhoye applies the same ideas 

It is concerned rather with a concrete perfection, 
adapted to each stage of  his life .... before suf-
fering, he did not have the moral perfection that 
acceptance of  suffering gives .... the humanity of  
christ ... had, then, a need to be ‘made perfect’, by 
a profound transformation .... really a complete 
recasting.9 hence the necessity of  death.
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here as for Jesus’ perfecting-that Jesus was so thoroughly 
morally imperfect that he needed the complete recasting 
that only death could give.31

 What are we to think of  these views? First, we 
must exclude any real imperfection of  a moral nature 
from Jesus, in spite of  Vanhoye. Vanhoye charges it is 
apriorism to suggest that Jesus was always morally per-
fect and asserts there is no mention of  such a thing in 
hebrews. Yet, there really is a double teaching of  moral 
perfection in Jesus found in hebrews, and that from the 
beginning. For 10:5-7 insists that from the first instant of  
his conception his life was one of  obedience. Now when 
we reflect that full obedience means full alignment of  a 
person’s will with that of  god, and add that our will is 
the only free element in us-it then becomes obvious that 
full obedience is full perfection.32 This is confirmed by 
the teaching of  4:15 that he was “without sin”. hence, 
we fear that Vanhoye himself  is guilty of  apriorism.

 second, we can easily go along with those who 
say that Jesus gained experimental knowledge of  obedi-
ence by his sufferings, even though as divine he was su-
premely capable of  pity and compassion even before that 
knowledge entered through the experimental channel. It 
was precisely this compassion which led him to empty 
himself  and become obedient unto death, even to death 
on the cross.

a coNtrIbUtIoN from eXperImeNtal psY-
chologY

 I think, however, that something more can and 
should be added. to supply that addition, an interdis-
ciplinary approach is necessary, an approach which em-
ploys not only the resources of  exegesis, but also those 
of  another field, experimental psychology.

 an early worker in modern psychology, wil-
liam James, in collaboration with cal lange, proposed in 
1884 a theory which could have been suggested by many 
Scriptural expressions about bowels being moved. In his 
principles of  psychology, James wrote: “my theory ... is 
that bodily changes follow directly the perception of  the 
exciting fact, and that our feeling of  the same changes as 

they occur is the emotion.”33

 this theory that emotions can be precisely iden-
tified with the visceral modifications has of  course been 
challenged. w.b. cannon in 1929 observed that total sep-
aration of  the viscera from the central nervous system 
does not alter emotional behavior, that the same visceral 
changes occur in very different emotional states, that 
the viscera in themselves are relatively insensitive struc-
tures, and their changes are too slow to be a source of  
emotional feeling, and finally, that artificial induction of  
visceral changes typical of  strong emotions does not pro-
duce those emotions.34

 an advance was made with the work of  Daniel 
funkenstein, published in 1955. he found that certain 
emotions tended to be associated with specific chang-
es in biochemistry rather than with mere physiological 
visceral modifications. Briefly summarized, his findings 
were “that anger directed outward was associated with 
secretion of  nor adrenalin, while depression and anxiety 
were associated with secretion of  adrenalin.”35 he found 
further that injecting these substances into a subject 
would make him specially prone to the very emotions 
in which a large amount of  these substances is secreted 
when the emotions occur in normal circumstances out-
side the laboratory.

 the research of  stanley schachter and J. singer 
showed, however, that biochemical factors are not the 
sole generators of  emotions. they determined that mere 
physiological arousal by the injection of  epinephrene 
would not generate an emotion or at least not a specific 
emotion. cognitive factors had to be added. after injec-
tion, it was relatively easy to induce various emotional 
states in the subject by cognitive manipulations: “given 
a state of  physiological arousal for which an individual 
has no immediate explanation, he will label this state and 
describe his feelings in terms of  the cognitions available 
to him.”36

 an important further step forward resulted from 
the work of  ferris pitts. he found that infusion of  lac-
tate for twenty minutes into a patient with anxiety neuro-
sis reliably produced an anxiety attack beginning within a 
minute or two after the infusion was started, decreasing 
rapidly after the infusion, and often followed by exhaus-
tion and heightened anxiety symptoms for one to three 
days.37 however we need to note that those results were 
produced in patients who already had an anxiety neuro-
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sis. pitts tried the same infusions with persons who did 
not have that neurosis. he found that nonpatient controls 
exhibited decidedly fewer and less severe symptoms in re-
sponse to lactate.38 he concluded that a high concentra-
tion of  lactate ion will produce some anxiety symptoms 
in almost anyone, regularly producing anxiety attacks in 
patients, but not in controls. he discovered further that 
it was possible to cancel out the effects of  the lactate to 
a large extent by another means: “. . . calcium ion largely 
prevents the symptoms in both patients and controls.”39

 The special significance of  the research of  Pitts 
is this: not only did he find that emotional states can be 
induced by biochemical means in some persons, but he 
discovered that there is another very important factor 
involved in producing the results, namely, the standing, 
long-term condition of  the subject. for not all patients 
reacted the same way to the • lactate infusions. Some, 
who were prone in advance to anxiety, were greatly dis-
turbed, with results lasting for days after the infusion; 
others, on the contrary, who were not anxiety patients 
but controls, experienced little or no effect from the lac-
tate. we gather this important result: it is not solely the 
transient modification of  biochemistry, nor solely the 
cognitive conditions (wnich are important, as shown by 
Schachter and Singer) but also a certain hard-to-define 
abiding condition within the patient that is required for 
the induction of  anxiety attack. What could be the nature 
of  that condition? Pitts did not speculate, but we can 
see a plausible explanation from a keen observation of  
another researcher.

 thomas Verner moore contributed greatly to es-
tablishing the view that disturbances, ranging all the way 
from mild anxiety up to an including full-blown psycho-
ses, at least often have a biochemical basis. In the last 
book published before his death a few years ago, he de-
scribed a remarkable case he encountered in his practice 
of  psychiatry in washington, D.c. a manic-depressive 
patient came to moore for treatment. the patient at this 
particular visit was descending into one of  the deep black 
phases of  his psychosis. he complained to moore that he 
was losing his faith. moore however decided otherwise: 
“throughout all his depressions there remains a steady 
blind faith that is unaffected. It is the resonance of  faith 
that disappears ....”40

 moore’s insight is fascinating. he believed that we 
human beings are composed of  body and soul, matter 
and spirit, bound so closely together that the two togeth-

er form one person. precisely as a result of  this intercon-
nection, it follows that if  a condition occurs on either 
of  the two sides of  the dichotomy, for normality there 
should be a corresponding condition, which he calls a 
“resonance” on the other side. In the patient in question, 
faith was, of  course, on the side of  the spirit. Yet for nor-
mal function, that faith needed a somatic resonance. the 
biochemistry of  his psychosis impeded the somatic reso-
nance to faith. Hence, although faith was not expelled, 
yet it could not function normally. as a result, it seemed 
to the patient that he was losing his faith, even though, 
as moore commented, faith was always there. when the 
patient emerged from the black depressive swing, there 
was no need to induce him to believe again: he had never 
stopped.

 moore did not make clear whether or not he 
considered the somatic resonance to be a transient or 
an abiding factor, or both. In view of  the researches of  
pitts, as well as the conditions of  the case described by 
moore, it would seem plausible to suppose that the reso-
nance was not purely transient, i.e., there was a standing, 
long-term biochemical (or other) condition within the 
patient. there would be, of  course, a long series of  oscil-
lations within a manic-depressive, involving ever-shifting 
patterns of  resonance. at the same time there would also 
be a more abiding sort of  resonance, lasting as long as his 
psychosis persisted.

 to sum up, in a manic-depressive subject, there 
would be a double set of  somatic resonant conditions, 
one transient, in an oscillating pattern according to the 
swings of  his psychosis, the other long-term or abiding.

 the psychological theorizing suggested and pre-
supposed by moore’s work would suggest that for every 
condition on the side of  the spirit, there ought to be, 
for full, normal and smooth function, a corresponding 
condition on the side of  the body. precisely in what that 
condition would consist is less clear. In some cases, at 
least, it could be in part a biochemical state.

 this leads us to see that there should be a somatic 
resonance to obedience. obedience, being an acceptance 
on the part of  the will, is, of  course, on the spiritual side. 
but for smooth function it needs a resonance on the side 
of  the body. In souls that are still imperfect in their at-
tachment to the will of  god, not only would the somatic 
resonance need to develop as the soul advanced toward 
perfection, but the attachment of  the will itself  to the will 



5

of  god would grow too. the normal pattern of  growth 
in souls fits our theory of  resonance. Spiritual directors 
have long noted that if  one were to make a graph of  the 
spiritual growth of  a good person striving for perfection, 
it would be a series of  rather flat plateaus, with short, 
rather rapid rises in between them. we can see why such 
a graph is strictly normal: physical living things do follow 
such a pattern of  growth.41

 as we implied in speaking of  the graph, the rises 
that come between plateaus are not usually very high. 
however, there are conditions in which an especially 
large rise can take place: it can occur when the individual 
is under very severe stress. he may collapse under such 
stress, and take a loss, so that the graph goes down. but 
if, in time of  extreme difficulty, he reacts in the optimum 
way, he will make a very large gain in a short time. the 
reason is that the very severity of  the difficulty he must 
surmount puts his somatic resonance into what might be 
compared to a state of  flux. That fluidity makes possible 
large rises on the graph. In other words, in time of  great 
trial, if  a soul responds well, there will be large growth; if  
not, a large fall.

 hans selye, a noted psychological authority on 
stress, wrote: “Stress ... gives an excellent chance to devel-
op potential talents, no matter where they may be slum-
bering in the mind or body. In fact, it is only in the heat 
of  stress that individuality can be perfectly moulded.”42

 we spoke above of  souls in which both the virtue 
of  obedience and its somatic resonance need to grow. 
In Jesus, there never was a lack of  perfection in the ad-
herence to the will of  god, that is obedience as far as 
his spiritual will was concerned. hebrews 10:5-7 and 
4:15 make that quite clear, as we have seen. but there 
was room for the development of  facility in his somatic 
resonance. of  course, he did accept in advance the will 
of  the father. but it is one thing for the will to accept the 
will of  god in advance; it is another to carry it out amidst 

extreme pain and stress. Precisely at the time when the 
difficulty is actually present, the somatic resonance is put 
under severe strain.

 I do not mean to imply, of  course, that the author 
of  hebrews thought of  modern psychological theory or 
knew such terms as have been employed here. but the 
basic concept involved could be known in a general way 
by any keen observer. we can see that ready possibility by 
comparing the cases of  two persons. The first of  these 
would be one who had never been really ill to any con-
siderable extent. Now, at a rather advanced age, he must 
endure long illness and suffering. he may have always 
been very devoted to the will of  god. Yet now, when the 
difficulty comes in great intensity, it will not be easy for 
him to adjust, to physically acquiesce, to settle down, as 
it were, in the pain. the other person, similarly dedicated 
to the will of  God, has already had many such experi-
ences of  suffering in his lifetime. obviously, the second 
will find each new experience not precisely easy, but yet, 
will be able to take it in stride, as it were: his resonance is 
already adjusted.

coNclUsIoN

 so it may well have been in the case of  Jesus. on 
the side of  his will, obedience was always complete. but 
his somatic resonance to acquiesce in extreme suffering 
could and did grow. the fact that growth was needed 
did not mean any imperfection: it is perfectly normal for 
a normal human nature to shrink from great pain. af-
ter the experience of  going through a great deal of  it, it 
does not become easy, but the body does learn to take 
it in stride. Jesus could and did learn this side of  obedi-
ence. In this, in addition to the cultic sense, in addition to 
the acquisition of  experimental knowledge, we may say 
he was perfected-not in his will and intellect-but in his 
somatic resonance, with the result that his human sen-
sitivity was made perfectly fitted to have compassion on 
those who suffer.
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