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 [DRAFT VERSION WITH INCOMPLETE CONCLUSION]
The critical study of the life of Jesus has been for theology a school of honesty. The world had never seen before, and will never see again, a struggle for truth so full of pain and renunciation as that of which the Lives of Jesus of the last hundred years contain the cryptic record. 









Albert Schweitzer (1906)

The Search for the Jesus of History – as an Activity distinct from Faith in Jesus Christ  --  is a Phenomenon of Modern Times.









               James Robinson

Albert Schweitzer’s quotation cited in the epigraph above has the ring of heroism paired with a sense of resignation. It sums up its author’s view who at the turn of the 19th to the 20th century had come to the conclusion that in terms of method the search for the historical Jesus had been a “constant succession of flawed attempts,” amply demonstrating that there was “no direct method of solving the problem in its complexity” (1968: 6). To be sure, Schweitzer acknowledged that the history of the 19th century Lives of Jesus research had advanced and refined theoretical reflections on the problems. In fact, historical, theological and hermeneutical implications of the Quest were coming into clearer view.   In retrospect, it may be said that the 19th century Quest had significantly contributed to the clarification of issues and concepts such as myth versus history, modernity’s replay of the classic theme of faith versus reason, the pervasive nature of eschatology, gospel and tradition, the so-called Messianic Secret, the gospels’ compositional chronology, gospel sources and the identification of Q, the Two-Source hypothesis, the literary configuration of the gospels, and many more. But growing insights into historical, theological and literary issues surrounding the quest had not brought scholars any closer to attaining the historical truth they were looking for.  

Schweitzer’s negative assessment and his own proposed solution notwithstanding, the quest has continued unabated and at an accelerating pace throughout the 20th and into the 21st century. It is not, and cannot be the purpose of this paper to provide an inventory of the 20th century Quest in analogy to Schweitzer’s review of the 19th century. Instead, the focus will be on the so-called Third Quest, the topic of this symposium. The categorization of the three Quests predicated on a broadly schematized, chronological reading of the history of the Lives of Jesus research. An initial stage of the so-called liberal Quest designed to reconstruct the historical bios capable of correcting the dogma of the Church, was followed by Ernst Käsemann’s mid-century challenge to Bultmann’s dominant position that had denied the historical Jesus a place in New Testament Theology, to be topped by the founding of the Jesus Seminar under the leadership of Robert W. Funk and John D. Crossan. This categorization, very nearly canonical at this stage in scholarship, is not without its problems. Käsemann’s 1953 Marburg talk, for example, explicitly rejected the writing of a Life of Jesus:



Ergeben sich nun nicht doch einige Schwerpunkte, von



denen her man erneut, wenngleich in äusserster Vorsicht



und Zurückhaltung, so etwas wie ein Leben Jesu rekon-



struieren könnte?  Ich würde eine solche Meinung als 



Missverständnis ablehnen.
Käsemann’s concern was clearly not a Life of Jesus based on the assumed historical bruta facta, but rather the articulation of and reflection on a distinctly theological/historical problem that had urgently suggested itself by the nature of the early Christian tradition. Given the fact of multiple kerygmata, what was the relationship between the message of Jesus and their kerygmatic successions and successive interpretations, an issue which he formulated succinctly in the following manner: “Die Frage nach dem historischen Jesus ist legitim die Frage nach der Kontinuität des Evangeliums in der Diskontinuität der Zeiten und in der Variation des Kerygmas.” Admittedly, implied Käsemann’s thesis was also the issue concerning the historical Jesus, but the his formulation intimated a far more comprehensive project. It was Robinson who developed Käsemann’s suggestions into a viable theological program that was deeply rooted in existentialist philosophy. And yet, the so-called New Quest rapidly petered out lacking both sustaining vitality and scholarly responsiveness, while the tradition-honored genre of Lives of Jesus reasserted itself with undiminished strength. 

The Third Quest was launched as Jesus Seminar on March 12-14, 1985, at a conference of biblical scholars at Berkeley, California. Initiated and chaired by Robert W. Funk, the meeting stated the mission and set the agenda of the Seminar. In an attitude abounding in exuberance and confidence, chairman Funk opened the meeting with these words: “We are about to embark on a momentous enterprise. We are going to inquire simply, rigorously after the voice of Jesus, after what he really said.” What has since come to be called the Third Quest was in Funk’s own opening remarks distinguished by five distinct features. One, aimed at Jesus’ aphorisms and parables, the Seminar intended to retrieve the message, not the life of Jesus. Two, the Seminar utilized what were claimed to be “new and tantalizing primary sources” such as the Gospel of ThomaS, the Apocryphon of James, the Dialogue of the Savior, as well as new study tools such as more inclusive Gospel Parallels as well as newly compiled Sayings Parallels. Three, by integrating recent interpretive approaches such as parabolic hermeneutics, metaphoricity, narratology, reader-response criticism, social description and analysis, the Seminar promised an advance over the methodologies current in historical, biblical scholarship. Four, the Seminar intended to pose a challenge to the “religious establishment” which, it was asserted, had prevented scholarly findings from being disseminated to the people at large. Five, and “perhaps most important of all,” the Seminar was designed to launch “a bonafide tradition of American New Testament scholarship” representing “a startling new stage in our academic history.” It is this latter thesis which will be subjected to scrutiny in the Louvin symposium.

In focusing on the third quest this paper will in a first part situate the phenomenon of the Quest in a broad theological context.  Undoubtedly, the Quest is a child of Enlightenment, and explorations of the logic and sensibilities of modernity have been helpful in better understanding the historical and theological distinctiveness of the Quest. And yet, the matrix of modernity, the very period which gave birth to the Quest, seems too narrow an explanatory framework within which to appraise the history of the Lives of Jesu. After all, for the longest part of its history Christianity was perfectly functional without the quest and more often than not in the absence of modernity’s virtues and deficits. Historically, both the progressive and the problematic significance of the quest will become even clearer if we view it in relation to what preceded it. A first part of the paper will, therefore, explore the Quest in comparison with medieval, biblical hermeneutics.  A second part of the paper will deal with the work of John D. Crossan, the most prominent representative of the Third Quest. His reconstruction of the historical Jesus has attracted intense scholarly and popular attention, and rightly so. His Life of Jesus scholarship has set very high standards in historical craftsmanship, taxonomic clarity and methodological rigor, standards which merit meticulous examination.  A third part of the paper will concern itself with the principal theological objections that have been raised vis-à-vis the Third Quest in particular and the project of the historical Quest in general. Luke T. Johnson’s work deserves careful consideration because it has thoughtfully and competently articulated the theological objections. The fourth and final part of the paper will engage in reflections on the validity of the Quest at the threshold of the 21st century.  Given the seemingly unceasing succession of the Lives of Jesus, what, if any, are the historical, or theological, or ethical justifications for our historical questing? What are theoretical premises that could conceivably validate a Quest apparently destined to continue, whether we like it or not?  


  FROM THE MANY SENSES TO THE ONE SENSE, OR


  
  THE EVOLUTION OF THE LITERAL SENSE

In his magisterial study on Jesus: An Experiment in Christology Edward Schillebeeckx has made the following statement: “The fact of the matter is that in the past the faithful – the Christian community, theologians, the teaching office  –  have seen all the New Testament traditions about Jesus as directly reflecting historical occurrences” (1979: 65). As it stands, this judgment seems designed to ground the validity for the Quest in tradition. This represents, however, a highly selective view of tradition, shaped from the vantage point of modernity and hardly compatible with the thrust of medieval hermeneutical  proclivities.

Our reflections on medieval hermeneutics commence with Augustine who was instrumental in setting trends for the reading of the Bible in the Western tradition. For him, as for most Christians throughout Christendom, the Bible was unquestionably the Word of God. This meant not only that it was divinely inspired, although authored by humans, but that it constituted a unified communication that represented a single truth. In reading his sermons one gets the impression that the whole Bible was present in his memory. In seemingly indiscriminate fashion he roamed through the whole Bible, quoting Psalms and gospels, Paul and Genesis, Deuteronomy and John’s apocalypse.  It was a citational habit that was natural to him because, in his view, all biblical texts partook of a unified whole. Grasping the books of the Bible as unified Word of God could not, however, distract Augustine from paying attention to the particularity of individual texts. He wrote homilies and commentaries on Romans, Galatians, the Psalms, the gospel of John, and the Sermon on the Mount among others. Comprehension of heterogeneity among biblical texts in no way challenged his deeply held conviction of biblical unity.

To entertain the notion of the Bible’s unified vision did not cause Augustine to advocate a simple, let alone literalist reading. He had no patience for literalists, e.g., those who thought the Word of God was plain and obvious for all to grasp.  What a misunderstanding of the Bible that was! How could one incarcerate the immense mysteries of the Bible in the prison house of the single sense?  For what typified the Bible was that it was a book of inexhaustible mysteries and impenetrable complexities. How dare we in our arrogance and vanity to assume that we could ever fully explore the profundities of God’s Word?  


Augustine reflected deeply on the reasons for scriptural intricacies and obscurities. On one hand, he suggested, to be veiled and inaccessible was an intrinsic characteristic of the Bible as Word of God. A merely human word would be directly comprehensible and readily fathomable. But there was a human side to the scriptural impenetrability as well.  Lack of immediate accessibility to the Bible was as much caused by Scripture’s divinely inspired origin as it was the result of a specific dislocation of the human mind.  The Fall had also been a linguistic disaster, rendering knowledge defective and the human mind incapable of grasping the fullness of biblical truth. 


Veiled in mystery as the Word of God, and never fully comprehensible to the imperfect human mind, the Bible also served an educational purpose. In its very complexity, the Bible was meant to exercise the human mind, to challenge the intellect, and to encourage intellectual efforts and spiritual aspirations. There was, therefore, a divine pedagogy which provided a rationale for the Bible’s inexhaustibility and the readers’ or hearers’ inability to ever reach a full understanding.

Augustinian hermeneutics could strictly hold to a theory of the divinely inspired and unified book of the Bible, while at the same time keeping entirely aloof from literalism. It was well understood: the Bible could not possibly be reduced to a single, literal sense. To the contrary, it always inspired hearers and readers to reach out for newer and deeper senses hidden beneath, between, or above the literal sense. Impressively articulated by Augustine in his classic work on de doctrina christiana, the seven steps of scriptural hermeneutics were less a matter of a strictly exegetical discernment and more a spiritual exercise that would take the readers/hearers from the fear of God, to piety, the love of God and love of neighbor, to justice, mercy, and the vision of God all the way to a state of peace and tranquillity (II, 7).  

Augustine’s conviction of the plural senses of the Bible was widely shared in the Middle Ages. The Bible was perceived to be a reservoir and the carrier of many interpretations. Its hermeneutical potential was mysteriously limitless. 

The classic theory of interpretation which dominated large segments of Western Christianity espoused the fourfold meaning of biblical texts (Lubac; Smalley). It suggested that the sacred texts were amenable to four different readings: the literal or plain sense, which could be the authorial, or the historically correct, or the grammatically and syntactically suitable understanding; the oblique or allegorical sense which gestured toward deeper or higher meanings beyond the literal sense; the homiletic and often ethical sense; and the spiritual sense which pointed toward higher realities. Thus was the single truth that it was available in multiformity, and accessible to multiple senses. Whether one acknowledged this fourfold sense, or merely practiced a twofold sense, or inclined toward a threefold one, the spiritual sense was in all instances accorded a position of priority.

Throughout the Middle Ages, Christian hermeneutics operated with certain tropes that articulated the primacy of the spiritual sense and the subordination of the literal. One such trope was that of body and soul. Accordingly, the biblical text was conceived as the body which contained within itself the soul. The body constituted the external, the physical part, whereas the soul was invisible, but essential. Perhaps the most influential hermeneutical trope was that of the letter and the Spirit. It was derived from 2 Cor. 3:1-6, a passage in which Paul had postulated a hierarchical, indeed antithetical relationship: “for the letter killeth, but the Spirit gives life” (3:6). These verses became a proof text for all hermeneutical strivings to transcend the literal, authorial or historical sense in the interest of acceding to the allegorical, or spiritual sense. 

 There is in certain quarters of the high and late Middle Ages a tendency to pay greater attention to the literal meaning by means of historical, textual and geographical examination.  In the 12th century, for example, Hugh of the Abbey of St. Victor in Paris and his student Andrew made the literal meaning the proper subject for study by compiling chronicles, drawing maps and drawing sketches of biblical themes. Hugh objected to some of his teachers who used Paul’s apodictic statement of “the letter killeth” as an excuse to place their own readings over and even against authorially intended meanings (Smalley 69). And he poked fun at interpreters who rushed over the literal meaning in order to arrive as rapidly as possible at the mystery of the spiritual meaning. 

But the genuinely revolutionary step taken by Andrew was his pursuit of a non-christological reading of the Old Testament. In this he proved to be a faithful disciple of the Jewish school of Rashi (1040-1105) which had practiced an interpretation that superseded the conventional halachic and aggadic readings, compiling chronological and geographical data, and resolutely opting for natural explanations of supernatural events. About Andrew’s hermeneutical project, Smalley wrote: “No western [Christian] commentator before him had set out to give a purely literal interpretation of the Old Testament.” And she continued: “One sometimes rubs one’s eyes” to observe a Christian theologian of the 12th century reading the Old Testament in so unequivocally non-christological a manner. And yet, in spite of their deep devotion to the literal sense, neither Hugh nor Andrew departed from the conventional notion of the subservience of the literal to the spiritual sense. The exploration of the literal sense was carried out ultimately not for its own sake, but as a means of strengthening the basis for the spiritual sense.

In the area of biblical hermeneutics Thomas Aquinas’ contribution entailed a further emancipation of the literal sense. Resuming the distinction between the two senses, he defined the literal one in terms of what in current hermeneutics would be called authorial intentionality. What human authors intended and what primary audiences comprehended was the legitimate object of study. Thomas was thereby granting autonomy to the literal sense and its rational exploration. Distinguished from the literal sense was the spiritual sense that was available only as a gift from God.  Literal and spiritual sense each could operate on its own terms without one threatening to displace the other.

William of Ockham, born in England, condemned by Pope John XXll, and died in exile in Munich, revised and refined theories of cognition, language and logic that were to reinforce a particular proclivity in Western intellectual history toward what came to be called the via moderna. Problematizing the traditional Augustinian notion of language as pointing toward spiritual realities, transcendental signifieds extraneous to human cognition, he moved the particular and the contingent into the center of his philosophy. As far as the Bible and biblical exegesis were concerned, Ockham’s nominalism elevated and focused on the singular status of individual texts. Holy Scripture, indeed all texts, were intelligible as linguistic entities, and human cognition was capable of grasping the specificity of individual texts. Supernatural knowledge was not beyond the realm of possibilities, but it was contingent on divine intervention. “Otherwise, the logic of thought and of written and spoken language is the only certain tool of analysis we have to help us ascertain what is true, contingent and necessary” (Coleman 536). In the wake of these hermeneutical developments fostered by nominalism the literal sense was increasingly and in subtle, yet decisive ways both defined and privileged. 

What these very sketchy ruminations are meant to suggest is that the notion of the literal sense was not something in the Western tradition one could fall back on and invoke as a given.  Schillebeeckx’s contention that all Christians viewed “all the New Testament traditions about Jesus as directly reflecting historical occurrences” must be judged inadequate to the point of being erroneous. To the contrary, it was in a long and arduous evolutionary history that the literal sense had to emancipate itself from the presence and partial dominance of the other senses in order to eventually establish itself as the historical sense.



Medieval readers never have had difficulty in



in reading between the lines, in taking a hint,



listening for allusions and nuance – in seeing a 


world in a grain of sand.  What they had difficulty


doing  was just what Andrew of St. Victor was


teaching his contemporaries to do, namely,


capturing the meaning which is warranted by


the text    .   .   .  (Olson 156)

The literal sense conceived as the historical sense was, therefore, a notion that gradually evolved in the history of reading in the West, and anything but a hermeneutical given. 


As far as biblical hermeneutics are concerned, the Reformation brought the ascent of the literal sense to its logical conclusion. Linking up with nominalist hermeneutics, Luther increasingly paid closer attention to the literal sense, and eventually privileged it at the expense of the principle of the fourfold sense. As early as 1517 he began to distance himself from the allegorical method, while openly denouncing the patristic and medieval principle of the fourfold scriptural sense. Scripture, he insisted, in effect was an autosemantic book, self-explanatory and, as he would articulate this matter, entirely sui ipsius interpres. Unimpeded by the complications and abstruseness of a fourfold hermeneutics and communicable as plain sense, the Bible was accessible to everybody who could read or hear. Consequently, it ceased to function as the ultimately impenetrable mystery Augustine and the medieval Church had invoked and which had required the expertise of professional theologians and trained exegetes.  Precisely what Augustine and large parts of the medieval Church had frowned upon was now declared normative: the text of Holy Scripture was plain and accessible to all who could read and hear. A millennium and a half of Christian tradition of biblical exegesis had been overthrown.


“We now think that Luther was wrong,” Olson writes bluntly in his study of the conceptual and cognitive implications of writing (1994: 154). Indeed, Luther himself had to face up to the fact that Scriptural hermeneutics were not nearly as simple as his advocacy of the sensus literalis appeared to suggest. It was obvious to every attentive reader of the New Testament that it represented different, indeed conflicting viewpoints. Luther met this problem by introducing features that were intended to exert influence on readers and their reading of Scripture and to secure the notion of the unified Word of God. His well-known principle of the justification by faith operated in the sense of unifying biblical diversity under a single theological norm. Texts such as the letter to the Hebrews, the letter of James, the letter of Jude, and the Revelation of John, which he considered incompatible with his theological norm, were relegated to secondary status. As has often been pointed out, he in effect postulated a canon within the canon. Last not least, he provided his numerous editions of the translated Bible with prefaces, marginal glosses, and woodcuts -- all features selected and designed to sway readers’ understanding of the texts. Ostensibly, the Bible was not self-explanatory and the literal sense not self-evident.  He had to resort to the reductive move of centralizing the principle of justification and to various interpretive devices in order to secure the notion of a unified Word of God accessible via the sensus literalis. In looking back upon the history of medieval hermeneutics one is inclined to agree with Olson when he writes: “At the beginning of this [medieval] period, texts were seen as a boundless resource from which one could take an inexhaustible supply of meanings; at the end of the period, the meaning of a text is austerely anchored in the textual evidence” (1994: 143-44). 


Protestants and Catholics viewed the Lutheran via moderna from different perspectives.  For the rapidly growing Protestant movement the Lutheran principles marked the end of medieval mystification and of the tyranny of the professional clergy, and positively a welcome democratization of Bible reading. To Catholics, however, the novel approach to biblical hermeneutics appeared in a different light. Steeped in the tradition of medieval exegesis, they saw in the triumph of the via moderna a rational degradation of the inexhaustible mysteries of the Bible and the rise of the tyranny of the single sense. They also correctly anticipated that notwithstanding the reduction to single sense and single norm the Bible as open book would lead to chaos because released from Church authority the biblical texts would henceforth be read and interpreted by the many, and there could be as many readings as there would be readers.  


 To grasp the subsequent history of the apotheosis of the literal sense it is worth remembering that for Luther the literal sense still entailed a broader hermeneutical scope than for the modern Quest. As far as the gospels were concerned, for example, Luther apprehended them as stories narrated by the evangelists which simultaneously represented the facts of their narrated subject matter.  To the Reformers and their immediate followers

literal and historical readings of these [biblical] narratives

were in effect the same thing.  Luther  .    .    .     quite
naturally identified the grammatical and the historical

sense of the words of the Bible.  If a biblical text was

obviously literal rather than allegorical or tropical, and

if it was a narrative, then it was historical (Frei 40).

In different words, he was still able to postulate the concurrence, or at least the correspondence, between narrated story and its historically perceived subject matter. In other words, the narrative sequence and its assumed historicity were still unified in the literal sense which for the faithful was the Word of God.  


The next decisive occurrence in the evolution of the literal sense in gospel studies was a rupturing of the broadly understood literal sense into a narratological, theological or kerygmatic meaning on the one hand versus a factually representative, historical meaning on the other.  The Reformers’ sensus literalis, already the result of a notable reduction of medieval hermeneutics, was now further reduced to the factual, historical meaning. If in the wake of this rupture the narratively constructed and the historically conceived Jesus were no longer logically identical, then biblical hermeneutics was on its way toward a separation of story from history whereby the Jesus of history became the subject of an independent, critical inquiry. 


In broad outline, it was this evolution of the literal sense and its relentless identification with an historically plausible and verifiable reading that provided the intellectual climate in which the search for the historical Jesus was to be an indispensable necessity.  

THE DUBIOUS LOGIC OF THE HISTORICAL (TEXTUAL) METHOD


Of all the recent books associated with the Third Quest none have attracted more popular and scholarly attention than those by John D. Crossan (1991; 1994). When in the following we focus close attention on his work about the historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant, we do so because few if any lives of Jesus have ever been composed on so consistently devised a methodology and executed with such historical competence. Taking Crossan utterly seriously as far as his pronouncement is concerned that it is “method, method, and, once again method” (Crossan 1999: 5) that counts in the historical Quest, we shall submit his methodological procedures to a critical analysis. 


The following three perspectives inform the book’s fundamental classification: a macrocosmic approach -- which concerns itself with social revolutions, poverty and freedom, millenarianism, magic and magicians, peasant unrest and political violence, food and meals, etc.; a mesocosmic approach --- which locates and interprets these phenomena in the Greco-Roman context of late antiquity; and a microcosmic approach -- which studies the Jesus materials in their respective historical settings. Space does not permit a full assessment of Crossan’s impressive synthesis. A central issue in our examination will be the microcosmic approach, a feature fundamental to his project.  

Both in the selection and in the use of materials Crossan is entirely dependent on and committed to the form critical methodology. Fundamentally, therefore, Crossan shares the form critical premises that embedded in the gospels lie orally identifiable units, which can be isolated from their narrative contexts, examined and pruned of secondary accretions, and traced backward through assumed compositional stages all the way to their original formation. In keeping with form criticism, his reconstructive efforts are predominantly centered on sayings by Jesus and stories by and about him, covering both canonical and non-canonical materials. A meticulously designed apparatus of formal principles is devised to extrapolate, collect, evaluate and classify the available Jesus sayings and stories. Once again in keeping with Bultmann’s project that the “aim of form criticism is to determine the original form of a piece of narrative, a dominical saying or a parable” (1963: 6), Crossan employed a judiciously constructed apparatus of methodological principles in order to “search back through those sedimented layers to find what Jesus actually said and did” (xxxi). What we observe here is Crossan’s objective to practice form criticism not, let us say for the study of oral style and performance, but, in agreement with Bultmann’s original intent, in the search for the origin. 

As further principle of classification divides the Jesus sayings and stories according to single, double, triple and multiple attestation.  In principle, multiple attestation is favored over single attestation. Next, Crossan compiles a comprehensive inventory of his canonical and extra-canonical Jesus materials, and arranges them according to chronological, e.g. compositional priority. To that end, he divided the early Jesus traditions into four strata which are dated from 30 – 60, from 60 – 80, from 80 – 120, and from 120 – 150 CE.  In principle, the earliest stratum is favored over later strata. Finally, Crossan constructed a database that assigned materials of each of the four types of attestation to its appropriate chronological stratum in the tradition.  The final theoretical conclusion to be drawn from this elaborate methodological scheme is that plurality of independent attestation and chronological priority of strata determine historical reliability. “A first-stratum complex having, say, sevenfold independent attestation must be given very, very serious consideration” (xxxii). What needs to be added is that Crossan relied almost exclusively on data lodged in the first stratum, and that he disregarded single attestation even in the first stratum. 

In working predominantly with multiple attestations in the first stratum Crossan drew a number of additional, subtle but crucial distinctions between sources and units, complex and core complex. A saying, for example, may have four independent sources in the Gospel of Thomas, Mark, Matthew and John, but altogether six units, because Matthew and Luke each carried an additional version based on Mark.  The complete inventory of all units of a saying (or story) comprises what Crossan calls a complex. Examination of the complex of a saying (or story) allows him to observe compositional variations and trends which, when traced backward, lead not necessarily to the full wording, but to the structural core, e.g., the core complex of a saying (or story), e.g. its aphoristic core. Strictly speaking, therefore, Crossan does not search for the original saying, but for “a common structural plot” (1991: 261), or the “aphoristic core,” or “the original image” (1991: 261) which is said to lie behind the complex of verifiable units. 

Crossan’s reconstruction of Jesus materials is rigorously anchored in method. The logic that drives his methodology entails systematic thoroughness, efficient orderliness, and unambiguous clarity of thought. Overall, his methodological apparatus is a brilliant exercise in organization, categorization, stratification, quantification, tabulation and prioritization.  It is deeply reassuring to us children of Enlightenment and citizens of the age of reason. 

Confronted with a multiplicity of phenomena, the Baconian logic of inductive reasoning infers from multiple particulars to singularity, from multiform items to primal oral purity, and from plurality to structural stability. Words are isolated, categorized and systematically grouped by virtue of resemblances, frequency and chronological priority so as to make them serviceable to logical analysis. Based on the notion of thematic resemblance, aphorisms and stories are collected, juxtaposed and displayed to comparative analysis. The logic of quantification places a high value on the numerical strength of materials. Whether a saying occurs once or several times is perceived to make a difference as far as authenticity is concerned. The principle of chronological priority is used to allocate data to a fixed place in their respective strata. Tradition is thereby dissected into strata or layers which are measurable according to chronological gradation and imaginable in a linear, unidirectional, and layered fashion.  

Crossan’s methodological apparatus is the fruit of a longstanding and intensive scholarly familiarity with the chirographic and typographic word.  The basic assumptions and approaches of this methodology have been developed in  sustained working relations with the handwritten and above all the print Bible, the first major mechanically constructed book that helped usher in modernity. For it is the chirographically and typographically displayed world of visually constructed texts that facilitates the possibility to break apart and analyze scripts, to make clinical interventions in texts, to differentiate between primary and secondary units, and to segregate the text into distinctly profiled layers. Crossan the form critic partakes in the deep-seated problematics that characterize this method, and in doing so fails to come to terms with oral style and performance. Along with much of twentieth century historical criticism he runs the risk of laboring under a cultural anachronism, projecting modernity’s communications culture upon the ancient media world. 


To reacquaint ourselves with the oral hermeneutics of Jesus’ proclamation is exceedingly difficult because it runs counter to our typographic habits and print sensitivities which have informed historical, critical research for more than two centuries. Perhaps the greatest challenge is to grasp that spoken words do not have a quantifiably verifiable existence. They cannot be broken down, reduced, isolated, recontextualized and reassembled because they simultaneously exist and cease to exist at the moment of their performance. 


Let us rethink the issue of the ipsissimum verbum, the so-called original word of Jesus which is closely associated with the twentieth century  Quest. The ipsissimum verbum is still widely assumed to be an irrefutable fact of linguistic existence. An inordinate amount of labor has been expended to the reconstruction of the so-called original words of Jesus. And yet orality is characterized by a plurality of speech acts and not by the one, original logion. When the charismatic speaker pronounced a saying at one place, and subsequently chose to deliver it, with audience adjustment, elsewhere, neither he nor his hearers will have understood this second rendition as a second-hand version of the first one. Neither he nor his audience would have thought of differentiating between the primary, original wording from its secondary, derivative version. Instead, each proclamation was perceived to be an autonomous speech act.  There exists, therefore, in orality a multiplicity or, to use a Heideggerian term, an equiprimordiality of speech acts. This simultaneity of multiple original speech acts suggests a principle

entirely different from and indeed contrary to the notion of the one, original form.  


In contrast to most questers, Crossan exhibits sensitivity to the incompatibility of the ipsissimum verbum with the pragmatics and aesthetics of oral proclamation. Instead of pursuing the ipsissimum verbum, he seizes upon structural core or the ipsissima structura as the appropriate category for oral discourse. “Oral sensibility and ipsissima verba are  .  .  .   contradictions in terms.  Or, put it otherwise, even if orality speaks of ipsissima verba it means ipsissima structura” (Crossan 1983: 38). Once a logion has been selected by virtue of chronological priority and numerical strength, Crossan assumes that the mnemonically stable, generic structure of that saying goes back to Jesus himself. The specific meaning of that core saying is subsequently determined by its reinstatement in an assumed historical context. Now it is well known that speakers in oral cultures frequently operate with rhythmically stable, formulaic diction. But in distinction to theorists of oral style and performance, Crossan makes core stability the locus of the one sense. In different words, he has dealt with the ipsissima structura in oral discourse as if it were an ipsissimum verbum.  


It is, of course, both thinkable and feasible, that the structural core of a saying entails a single meaning. Quite frequently, however, formulaic stability is not tantamount to single sense.  Indeed, nowhere is the identification of structural abstraction with single sense less adequate than in oral performance. It is far more appropriate to imagine the aphoristic core as a kind of instrument from on which the musician plays and from which he elicits musical tunes. What matters in the oral production is not merely the instrument but in a special sense the performance. And the performance is most frequently carried out by variation on given themes and transformation of the structural core. Variability of core structures and not reduction of the core structure to single sense is what characterizes oral proclamation. 


Crossan’s search for the ipsissima structura reveals logic’s deep desire to stem the flow of temporality and to secure a sense of permanence in orality’s time-conditioned medium.  Yet the words of the charismatic itinerant do not allow themselves be reduced to core structures with single meanings. The hermeneutics and aesthetics of orality strongly suggest that Jesus’ proclamation was multiform, polyvalent and equiprimordial: it was constituted by a plurality of speech acts, representing similar or variable meanings, whereby every single proclamation was a freshly autonomous event. If we imagine Jesus as the commencement of tradition and reception, we should not think of it in terms of the ipsissimum verbum or the ipsissima structura, but as a plurality of similar and disparate words. The relationship between Jesus and tradition is not, therefore, imaginable in terms of stability and change, as all questers employing form critical methods have assumed because oral discourse itself, whether practiced by Jesus or tradition, is characterized by multiple speech acts with similar and different meanings. 


Recently, scholarship has arrived at the conclusion that the concept of the original form is out of character not only with early Christian orality, but with scribality as well.  Based on his examination of multiple versions within one variation-unit, David Parker reasoned that we encounter successive rewritings without the possibility of singling out one variant as being more original than others. “The main result of this survey,” Parker stated, “is to show that the recovery of a single original saying of Jesus is impossible” (1997: 92-93). In the 2003 Presidential Address at the Society of Biblical Literature, Eldon Epp, the eminent text critic, seconded Parker’s view that textual variants have their own stories to tell which must be listened to long before, if ever, we use them for the reconstruction of the so-called original text. “At last, NT textual criticism has lost its innocence and has learned to tolerate ambiguity – one of the sure signs of maturity” (Epp 2004: 9). 


As early as 1983 I had argued that the “concepts of original form and variants have no validity in oral life, nor does the one of ipsissima vox , if by that one means the authentic version over against secondary ones” (Kelber: 30). T turns out that my challenge to the original form of sayings had allowed itself to be restricted to the oral medium. Scribality no less than orality operates without the original saying. The student of oral and scribal dynamics in early Christianity is faced with a plurality that defies resolution in terms of single originality. Plurality is the proper subject of our scholarly attention, not reduction of plurality to the phantom of singularity. In the beginning were the words!



     THE ALTERNATIVE TO THE HISTORICAL QUEST


In what constitutes the most thoroughgoing challenge to the modern quest, including the jesus seminar, Luke T. Johnson subjected both the historical and the theological premises of Lives of Jesus to a stringent criticism. In his book on the real jesus: the misguided quest for the historical jesus and the truth of the traditional gospels, and in a follow-up article on “The Humanity of Jesus: What’s at Stake in the Quest for the Historical Jesus?” he has moved far beyond methodological issues toward an articulation of what has turned out to be the classic alternative to the historical Quest.

Reviewing the recent Jesus books in the English language by John Spong, A. N. Wilson, Stephen Mitchell, Marcus Borg, John Dominic Crossan and Burton Mack, Johnson concluded that the underlying assumption shared by all of them is that “history is taken as a measure for theology” (Johnson 1996: 55). By this he means that in all instances, history is assumed to provide norms not only for our understanding of Jesus but for a reform of the Church as well. Yet history, he suggests, is itself a category fraught with difficult epistemological and philosophical problems, and cannot, therefore, simply be taken as normative as the questers are inclined to do.  

The premise of history’s normative status reflects, in Johnson’s view, the legacy of Enlightenment, and beyond it that of Luther. For as Luther turned against tradition in his search for the historical origins, the original language and the original gospel, so as to use them as criteria to expose and correct the aberrations of the medieval Church, so do the representatives of the current quest seek to retrieve the historical Jesus in order to hold him up as a mirror in the face of Christianity and its perceived decline from initial greatness. History as a corrective for dogma and theology -- this was the goal of the Lives of Jesus, past and present. 

To get an accurate assessment of Johnson’s theological position it merits emphasizing that he poses a challenge not simply to the Third Quest, but to the modernity in theology and biblical research. Historical criticism as such, initiated, in his view by Luther, and reinforced by Enlightenment, stands accused of having miscarried the message of the Bible and the proclamation of the Church.


If we ask Johnson why the realm of history and a Jesus strictly understood within the coordinates of history cannot serve as foundation for Christian faith, we receive a series of answers. There is first the problem of the historical sources.  While archaeological and textual discoveries in the 20th century have greatly advanced our knowledge of the ancient Near Eastern world, they have, in Johnson’s view, next to nothing contributed to our knowledge of Jesus. This applies with special force to the manuscript discoveries of Qumran and Nag Hammadi. “Despite all the excitement and expectation, it turns out that the canonical writings of the New Testament remain our best historical witnesses to the earliest period of the Christian movement” (Johnson 1996: 89). 


Second, Johnson, along with others, exhibits a sense of uneasiness about the never-ending, astoundingly divergent Lives of Jesus. “The combination of inflated claims and conflicting results should alone alert serious historians to a fundamental problem” (Johnson 86). In short, the unceasing production of divergent Lives of Jesus reveals the utter absurdity of the project.  


There is thirdly, and theologically most importantly, the understanding of the person of Jesus as documented both in the New Testament and in Christian faith. Never in its millennial history, Johnson asserts, has Christian faith based itself on the historical Jesus, but always on the resurrected Lord. The gospels are “narratives of faith” (Johnson 110), conceived and composed from the perspective of the resurrection, and “Christians direct their faith not to the historical figure of Jesus but to the living Lord Jesus” (Johnson 142). But if the ”resurrection is the necessary and sufficient cause of the religious movement, as well as the literature it generated” (Johnson 136), then the New Testament is ill suited for the project of reconstructing the historical origin with the intent of making it the basis for Christian faith. 


Thus, while disclaiming the historical Jesus, Johnson invokes the Christ of faith as the central, unifying figure who sanctions a unified christology as far as the writings of the New Testament are concerned. Observing a tendency in New Testament studies beginning with the Tübingen school toward a “dismemberment of literary compositions” (Johnson 1996: 104), he suggests that this fragmentizing approach was a principal reason for our failure to discern unifying features. There exists, in his view, “a profound unity of understanding concerning Jesus throughout the New Testament, “ so that one may speak of a “basic pattern of his [Jesus’] life” (Johnson 1999: 70). The four gospels, Paul, Hebrews and the other writings all document “the same pattern of messiahship and discipleship” and a basic agreement as to the character of Jesus’ existence “as one of radical obedience toward God and self-disposing service toward others” (Johnson 1999: 70).  


Seeking to reverse the prevalent methodological tendency of atomizing, Johnson proceeds to examine the gospels “as literary compositions” (Johnson 1996: 152), appreciating each gospel in its own distinct narrative form (Johnson 1996: 152-58). Up to a point, therefore, Johnson may be said to have demonstrated an interest in the distinct theological profiles of a Mark, Matthew, Luke and John.  But his deepest concern is the underlying unity beneath what he perceives to be surface differences. By way of summary, he states that the gospels’ “fundamental focus is not on Jesus’ wondrous deeds nor on his wise words. Their shared focus is on the character of his life and death” (Johnson 1996: 157-58). In the last analysis, however, the central theme in each gospel appears to be the suffering and death, and not the life of Jesus. As far as Mark is concerned, his Jesus “is the suffering Son of Man” and it is under this image that everything else is subsumed (Johnson 1996: 153). Matthew, Johnson states, “not only agrees with Mark that the path of discipleship follows that of the suffering Messiah but deepens that understanding in terms of undergoing persecution from outsiders, and being a lowly servant to others within the community” (Johnson 1996: 154). The situation is not any different with Luke: “The pattern of the suffering Messiah is, if anything, even more central to the plot of the two-volume work called Luke-Acts” (Johnson 1996: 155). And in the case of John, the “passion account is no more an afterthought for the forth Gospel than for the Synoptics. It is the climax that shapes the character of everything that precedes it” (Johnson 1996: 157). Johnson’s own summation concerning Jesus’ life and death

notwithstanding, the observant reader of his gospel profiles comes away with the clear understanding that what matters in the gospels is the passion, and everything preceding the passion has only introductory character – a notion no doubt familiar to the theological readers.


Johnson’s challenging alternative to the Quest is briskly and skillfully argued, and it has all the appearances of a theologically innovative position. This appearance is reinforced by the fact that the name of the person who had originated this very position a long time ago, namely Martin Kähler, is astonishingly absent from The Real Jesus. Three years later, in his follow-up article, Johnson exercised the politics of footnoting by relegating his illustrious predecessor to two footnotes, conceding that his (Johnsons’s) position “bears a real resemblance to the classic argument by Martin Kähler .  .  .  a point effectively made  .     .      .     by Sharon Dowd .     .      .” (1999: 69, n. 71).  


As is generally known, in 1892 Martin Kähler had articulated a programmatic thesis under the title “Der sogenannte historische Jesus und der geschichtliche, biblische Christus.” It was this article which Johnson, wittingly or unwittingly, replayed in remarkable detail more than a century later. Deeply concerned about historical criticism and its preoccupation with a retrieval of the historical Jesus, Kähler made the programmatic pronouncement that “I regard the entire Life-of-Jesus movement as a blind alley” (1964: 46). One reason for his repudiation of the Quest was the excessive subjectivity of the project: “On this field people are running wild; they paint images with as much lust for novelty and as much self-confidence as was ever exhibited in the a priori metaphysics of the philosophers or the speculations of the theosophists” (1964: 48). Hence, despite its aspirations and frequent assertions, historical research has not been able to secure core and content of Christian faith. 


A second objection to the Quest was borne out of Johnson’s observation that the deepest motivation for the Lives of Jesus lay in their effort to disprove or supersede the Christ of dogma.  It was not history as such the questers seemed to be interested in, but history rather as an instrument to be used vis-à-vis the creedal and apostolic Christ. In all their antipathy toward Christian dogma, the questers proved themselves to be skilled dogmaticians. “Yet no one,” Kähler noted dryly, “can detect the hidden dogmatician so well as a person who is himself a dogmatician” (1964: 56).  In different words, trained theologians are the first ones who are able to discern the theological, or anti-theological,  premises of the Quest.


Thirdly, Kähler insisted that the search for the historical Jesus behind the gospels was a project that was guilty of misinterpreting the function and identity of the gospels. These ancient narratives were “the testimonies and confessions of believers in Christ” (1964: 92), and their principal objective was to make present “the picture of Christ preached from and in faith” (1964: 77). These gospels, as Johnson comprehended them, were neither historically valid biographies of Jesus nor psychological portraits of his developing messianic consciousness, but rather testimonies conceived in the encounter with Jesus as the risen Lord. Objecting to the Quest’s inclination to focus on the development of Jesus’ consciousness, Kähler coined the classic formula that the gospels were rather “passion narratives with extended introductions” (1964: 80, n. 11). 


Fourth, the Christ represented in the gospels was in harmony with representations elsewhere in the Bible. We find the same “picture of Christ” (1964: 77), or a unified “character sketch” (1964: 81), or the same “ ‘dogmatic’ character” (1964: 83) in the gospels, the epistles, the book of Acts and elsewhere in the New Testament. It is entirely justified, therefore, to speak of “the biblical picture of Christ” (1964: 84), asserting a unified vision of Jesus across New Testament writings and the apostolic creeds.


Fifth, and most importantly, Kähler demanded clarification by what authority the historical, critical method was laying claim to the articulation of theological truths. How can the uncertain results of historiography serve as basis for truth and redemption? Not only was historical research notoriously unreliable, as stated in the first objection, but “historical facts which first have to be established by science cannot as such become experiences of faith” (1964: 74). By implication, we see here Kähler appealing to the principle of justification by faith as a means of delegitimizing the historical Quest. At this point Kähler and Johnson appeal to Luther in diametrically opposed ways. As far as Kähler was concerned, Luther provided him with the theological principle to refute the historical Quest, whereas in Johnson’s view, Luther set the precedent for the Quest in so far as he turned Bible and tradition against the Church.


In sum, it is with Kähler that a disjunction between the historical Jesus and the biblical Christ has been institutionalized both in biblical scholarship and in theology: “ .   .   .   Christian faith  and  a  history  of Jesus repel each other like oil and water 

  .    .    .    “  (Johnson 1964: 74).  In this perspective, the historical Jesus was relegated to a figure lying behind the gospel narratives and irrelevant for Christian faith. The gospels, on their part, came to be perceived as post-Easter testimonies designed to re-present Christ in the lives of the faithful. 


Kähler’s impressive alternative to the historical Quest has been of consequential significance for the direction theology has taken in the 20th century. It dominated the premises of the dialectical theology, and it continues to influence theological, biblical thought into the present. Whatever the differences in the respective theological positions of a Karl Barth, Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Tillich (the student of Kähler), all were agreed that the basis of Christian faith is provided by the biblical Christ, and not the historical Jesus.  


In the context of the history of Western theology, Johnson’s Real Jesus, far from being a singularly innovative piece, is part of an intellectual tradition which was initiated by Kähler, deeply affected dialectical theology and is presently resumed in the North American discussion. 

Just as we had occasion to examine and problematize the persona of the historical Jesus constructed by Crossan, so is it incumbent upon us to examine and question the persona of the biblical Christ constructed by Johnson. The Kähler-Johnson thesis, for example that the gospels are conceived and composed from the vantage point of the resurrection, or resurrection faith, is by the standards of current gospel scholarship untenable. From diachronic, compositional perspectives, all four canonical gospels are deeply engaged in various aspects of tradition. Not only do they absorb and transform traditional themes and materials, they are also intent on resonating with current, communal affairs. From synchronic perspectives exhibited by narrative criticism, the gospels constitute a host of narrative constellations, including rhetorics and redundancies, plural plots and polemics, that add up to complexly woven compositions propelled by intrinsic intersecting causalities. In view of the gospels’ manifold engagements, the thesis that they are conceived and composed from the singular perspective of the resurrection is ill-founded.


If we wish to encounter a gospel genre that was constructed from the perspective of the resurrection and designed to re-present the living Lord, we need to turn to the sayings and discourse gospels of Nag Hammadi. The Jesus of these gospels is the living or possibly risen Jesus, who, exempted from a narrative syntax and its narratively constructed temporality, embodies presence as a speaker of words of wisdom and discourse revelations. Here is a genre that comes closest to the one Kähler and Johnson have been describing: the authority rests in the present or risen Jesus who, detached from the flux of temporality, addresses words of wisdom and revelation into the present. 

No less problematic is the definition of the gospels as “passion narratives with an extended introductions”. Once again, narrative criticism has raised deep questions about this classic formula. Neither Kähler, nor, it must be said, Johnson have a particularly developed understanding about the particularities and significance of the narrative nature of the canonical gospels. Yet, when we focus our attention upon the gospels as narratives, we observe how deeply they are constructed on a literary, dramatic logic. Among the literary and rhetorical features that aid in the construction of the gospel narratives are arrangement and sequence of speeches and stories, threefold repetitions and duplications of various kind, the splicing of a story into two parts that serve as frame for an intercalated story, narrative uptake of preceding themes, circumspect narrative allocation of christological titles, retrospective appropriation of words, themes and figures from the Hebrew Bible, proleptic constructions whose narrative realization lies either within or without the gospels, plot constructions frequently characterized by conflict, psychological insights into characters, narrative asides that are exclusively aimed at the hearers and readers of the gospels, and many more. Once we have accustomed ourselves to reading the gospels with sensibilities toward the literary, rhetorical interior world of the gospels, we can no longer relegate two thirds of a gospel merely to introduction.  From our newly gained narrative perspectives, the Kähler-Johnson formula amounts to an impermissible violation of the narrative realities of the gospels. 

Undoubtedly, the narrative hermeneutics have taught us a lesson with regard to the differentiated compositional constructions of the gospels. Such are the differences that they amount to four autonomous compositions. As soon as we concede a separate narrative identity to each gospel, we can no longer read one gospel through the lenses of others or fuse all four stories into one mega-narrative. 

“The fact that the gospels are peculiar kinds of narratives, not only theological essays, is not merely a rhetorical matter,” David Tracy has advised us (1987: 45). As far as a gospel’s christology is concerned, for example, it can no longer be limited to christological titles or creeds. If we choose to take narrative seriously as narrative, we have to come to terms with what can only be a narrative christology.  That is to say that the Jesus of the gospels must be assessed both within the separate literary micro-structures, as well as in their connections with the macro-structures. Hence, from the standpoint of a literary interpretation one has to acknowledge both the particular and the overarching narrative constructions of a gospel.  Any reduction to a simple christological formula exposes itself to the grave risk of ignoring a gospels’ full narrative realities.


This new consciousness about the narrative nature of the gospels and their autonomous narrative constructions in turn problematizes the Kähler-Johnson hypothesis about the unified character and basic pattern of the persona of the biblical Christ. In its focus on the singular universality of the so-called biblical Christ, the Kähler-Johnson tradition has negated one of the most remarkable characteristics of the gospels, indeed of the writings of the New Testament, namely the many and manifold manifestations of Christ. 





     EPILOGUE

In returning to the broad hermeneutical context which we have delineated in the first part of this piece, it may be said that both the Quest for the historical Jesus and the Kähler-Johnson thesis concerning a uniform persona of the biblical Christ is prompted by the desire to replace the many senses by the one sense. In a stark antithesis to medieval theology and its practice of a polyvalent hermeneutics, the modern Quest and the Kähler-Johnson challenge to it both operate in the interest of a radical reduction of the manifold senses to the single sense, understood in one instance as the literal, historical sense and in the other instance as the uniformly biblical sense. It has been the contention of this piece that Crossan’s historical Jesus can no more stand up to the standards of historical methodology, in conjunction with an oral hermeneutics, than Johnson’s biblical Christ can survive when measured against the New Testament evidence.  


When one views the Quest from the perspective of the longue durée of a history of theological reflection, one cannot escape the impression of a history fraught with the deepest of ironies. The Quest departed from the home of patristic and medieval polyvalent exegesis in order to secure in the spirit of modernity the firm ground of historical singularity.  It emanated from a lengthy history of the devolution of the many senses to the one sense. Now after approximately 230 years of searching for the historical Jesus, the Quest is entangled in a seemingly unceasing proliferation of widely differing, and often contradictory, senses of the historical Jesus. While each new Jesusbook is composed with the intent to put an end to the pluralism of a bewildering array of Jesus books, each only contributes to, indeed intensifies, our experience of pluralism. The core of the irony, therefore, is that the Quest was launched with the intent to put Christian faith on the solid foundation of the single, historical sense, only to find itself ensnared in the labyrinth of multiple senses. But whereas medieval theology was capable of integrating the multiple senses in a hermeneutical system, the Quest in its singular pursuit of the single, historical sense stands helpless in view of the plural results of its own project. 

