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The Outsideless Life: Historicism, Theology and the Quest for Jesus*

I. Prefatory remarks

This conference has as its focus the relation between the various stages of the on-going Quest for the historical Jesus. In particular the meeting is concerned to delineate the ways in which the most recent quest, the so-called Third Quest, is indebted to its predecessors in ways that might not always be acknowledged or even known by the present day questers. In this regard, our contemporary moment, inflected by its rejection of so much of modernity, appears to be characterized by a certain forgetfulness or amnesia leading present day thinkers to ignore the insights of those who have gone before. Moreover, current thinkers often seem to fail to note the problems our forebears identified including those ones that scholars who have gone before us were not able to adequately overcome. This conference seeks to analyze more closely both the earlier moments in the quest of the historical Jesus and the present day quest to gain more insight into their dialectical relation.

I come to this conversation not as a biblical scholar engaged in the quest nor as a historian of the quest. Rather I am an American academic theologian working out of a historicist perspective whose primary conversation partners are cultural theorists and not biblical scholars. As such I come to this discussion without the confessional or dogmatic interests that drive many other theologians today. My interests are primarily in the continuities and differences that can be 

*The “outsideless life” is a phrase borrowed from Don Cupitt to designate life within contingent history.

discerned between nineteenth century historicism and contemporary historicism and in the 
implications of historicist claims for theology and especially for how present day theology might conceive its relation to the past, including that past designated by the quest for the historical figure of Jesus. Hence, my concerns are more theoretical and methodological than substantive; I am less interested in what any particular quest for Jesus proposes and more concerned with what theologians understand the purpose and implications of such a venture to entail for contemporary theological construction. To that end I will sketch a version of earlier forms of historicism and then, in turn, examine, present day historicist claims in order to reflect upon their implications for theology and for the status of the past in theological proposals for today. 

II. The Emergence of Historicism

Historicism is a term that has emerged during the last several centuries along with such cognate notions as historicity, historical consciousness and historical understanding. It does not have one meaning that all those thinkers who have claimed historicist identity or been, wittingly or unwittingly, associated with this perspective by others, share. As we will see, the notion carries a range of assumptions, implications and repercussions that have been and are now appropriated and utilized for diverse and sometimes disparate purposes.

In the most general sense historicism and its related terms are the conceptual indicators of the recognition that human existence is thoroughly historical, situated within, conditioned by and productive of history. For historicists, it is human historicity that provides the most fruitful means of understanding human life; the historical realm designates the locus of “the truth, meaning and value” in relation to human existence.
 The historical realm is, for historicists, the most significant realm with which humans traffic as finite beings and, thus, history provides the “main road to wisdom in human affairs.”

As will become evident, historicism has brought many repercussions in its wake. As we begin our exploration it is important, however, to name one central area that has been strongly affected by historicism and remains a site of contestation today, that of epistemology. Historicism and its related ideas have borne, since their emergence, epistemological implications. Historicists have come to assert that not only is the world which human knowers engage a historical one, but that all human understanding and knowledge themselves are also historical, conditioned by place and time, by culture, language and environment. As we will see, this historicizing of knowledge has had far reaching ramifications in relation to the status of human claims and has been closely related, both historically and on the contemporary scene, to the repudiation of quests for absolute, unconditioned, universal and timeless truth. But in the nineteenth century, as historicism began to flourish, there remained, despite the repudiation of Enlightenment style absolute truth, dreams that historicity and objectivity might go hand in hand. During this period there were great debates about the correct method by which critical historical scholarship might be carried out so that it could attain the same stature as that of scientific claims. This fixation upon the development of a historical method pertinent to human history was an ongoing concern of especially German historicists such as Wilhelm Dilthey. Dilthey and others sought to delineate a historical method that was different from that of the natural sciences but would yield knowledge that was as objective as the knowledge being set forth by the natural sciences. This quest for objective knowledge would be an aspiration soon challenged and one that clearly separates the late twentieth and twenty-first century forms of historicism from their nineteenth century progenitors In order to better understand what is at stake in these debates it is important to rehearse, if inadequately, the rise of historicism more than two centuries ago.  

Historicism is not just a category or cluster of notions for interpreting human existence. It also designates a movement or perspective that came into being at a particular time and place in history and that was a response to developments that characterized that period and locale. In particular, historicism emerged, in its European mode, out of a critical reaction to the Enlightenment and represented both a continuation of early modern assumptions, such as a desire for certain knowledge, and a clear deviation from them. Clive, in an interesting article on the various modes of the quest for the historical Jesus, asserts that there have been at least nine different variations of the quest that overlap and challenge each other.
 Much the same could be said of historicism. There have been many variations of historicist claims and it is important not to reduce the widespread development of historicist thinking to only one form. This article will delineate several of the most significant versions of historicism but does not purport to offer an exhaustive account.

It is important to note that what historicism was a reaction against the Enlightenment which stretched from the seventeenth till the early nineteenth century (depending where you locate Kant in the debates about the dating of the Enlightenment) and which sought to discover clear and self-evident grounds for adjudicating among competing claims to truth and for resolving political, social and religious disputes. During its Franco -British or western phase Enlightenment thinkers sought to free themselves from the burden of the past and of tradition and to certify those claims that might hold true in all circumstances and every time and place. The authorities of Church and tradition yielded to the authority of the autonomous individual and to the mandates of an autonomous reason embodied in the emerging modern sciences, especially mathematics. The western Enlightenment, from Descartes on, sought in the words of Jeffrey Stout “to escape history.”

The western Enlightenment was, however, not the only form emergent modernity took. In Germany the Enlightenment developed its own Germanic form, the Aufklarung, a form that was not nearly as hostile to history and the past including the religious inheritance of Christianity and Judaism. Where revolutionary political and intellectual orientations characterized the Franco-British Enlightenment, the Aufklarung was much more reformist and bourgeoisie in nature. It was during this period of the German Enlightenment, whose beginnings are variously dated from 1700 to 1740, that history began to come to prominence, that the historical critical method of inquiry gained clarity and definition and that historicist themes began to be enunciated both in intellectual work of significant thinkers and in the larger society. Over against the Franco -British appeal to abstract reason shorn of tradition, Germanic thinkers increasingly turned to the study of history asserting that it was emersion into the particularities of history that enabled modern persons to avoid the sectarianism and parochialism that had led to the Religious Wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. German thinkers asserted that it was not a timeless reason that truly provided a critique of the present and a vision of the future but knowledge of the past that did so. Increasingly there were developments in philology, the collection and analysis of documents and archival materials and a growing consolidation of scholarly standards. An ever-increasing interest in the particularities of language and culture moved to the fore replacing the cosmopolitanism and universalism of the western Enlightenment.

The study of the Bible in Germany demonstrated both the growing interest in the past and also the steady evolvement of historicist attitudes toward earlier ages in the human saga. Critical Biblical scholarship was on the increase throughout Europe with contributions from German thinkers such as Gottfried Eichorn, Johann David Michaelis and Johann Salomo Semler moving German scholarship into dominance in the eighteenth century. More and more, following Spinoza’s suggestion in the previous century, the Bible was being viewed as a human work like other human artifacts. While few at this stage doubted its revelatory status scholars such as Semler began to write of the Bible expressing divine mandates in local idiom or dialect. Slowly, the environments within which individual books of the Bible were formulated became matters of importance. Additionally, scholars such as Semler argued for uniform principles of interpretation to be applied to biblical and non-biblical material alike thus laying the foundations for the hermeneutical developments of the nineteenth century. Questions concerning chronology, dating, and authorship were voiced with ever-greater frequency.

For many scholars and Christian thinkers the original impulse for historical study was not to undermine religion or at least not Christianity but to provide historical grounding for faith and, for especially Protestants, to offer a critical leverage against problematic religious authorities. However, as the commitments to critical inquiry increased and as critical methods were honed there developed tensions between religious allegiance and the commitments of historical criticism. Various attempts to hold piety and critical inquiry together resulted in, among other things, the rationalizing of Christianity and its scriptures and, by the end of the eighteenth century, the articulation of Jesus as an ethical ideal, a model not deviant from modern rationality but the prime example of an archetype for modern moral humanity.

While many scholars held together the seeming demands of religious belief and practice and scholarship for others these conflicts led to very explicit criticisms of the Bible and of Christianity. Hermann Samuel Reimarus represented in a radical form for the eighteenth century what would become commonplace in the nineteenth century. In his posthumously published work, “Apology for the Reasonable Worshippers of God” Reimarus sought to contextualize biblical texts, explored the relation of Jesus to his Jewish setting, rejected miracles and espoused deism. While publicly supporting the church, privately Reimarus was laying the foundations for the separation of the interests of religion and those of scholarship.

Whether in the more religiously conventional mode of Semeler or the more radical form of Reimarus, the critical study of the Bible was underway by the end of the eighteenth century. Such study would unleash in the nineteenth century far-reaching implications for the status and interpretation of the Bible. In The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative Hans Frei argues that three major shifts occurred in the eighteenth century that brought an end to the pre-critical reading of the Bible. The first shift entailed the growing questioning of the historical veracity of Biblical stories. The second was the growing rejection of the assumption that the Bible told one story, one narrative of the singular God’s interaction with the world. And the third was what Frei takes to be a reversal of the relation between the Bible and those that encounter it. Up until this point, Frei argues, the Bible embraced the world; the Bible provided the touch point from which to interpret and judge reality. From the emergence of modernity onward this is reversed. Now the tenets of the modern world dictate whether the biblical texts were reliable or true and the values of the modern world decided what parts of the Bible continued to be viable.
 The site of normativity had, by the end of the eighteenth century, shifted to the present. The Bible was like other literature; it was to be analyzed as a historical artifact, not an utterly unique collection of materials. The appropriate tools for such study were those of an increasingly autonomous discipline. While the full development of historicism and of history as a modern discipline would await the nineteenth century the separation of historical analysis and religious faith were well under way within the German Enlightenment.

Perhaps the most significant figure to mark the transition to a more full-blown historicism was Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744-1803). Deeply influenced by the anti-Enlightenment pietist Johann Georg Hamann, Herder sounded many of the themes that would shape nineteenth century historicism in its varied forms. In 1774 Herder published Yet Another Philosophy of History, a work that many scholars of this period take to be the first systematic articulation of historicist thought. A number of very important assertions were made in Herder’s work that had impact upon the nineteenth century but continue to be of significance for contemporary thought. In an expansive way Herder rejected the universalisms and abstract ideals of the Enlightenment and replaced them with notions of historicized human experience, localized in different places and times. Herder’s emphasis upon individuality and particularity stressed that human historical existence was the product of environment and history and that any adequate understanding of humans would by necessity be historical in nature. Importantly, Herder also argued for the historical character of reason itself and linked reason not to some abstract realm that was unvarying throughout history but to the particularities of language and culture. Interestingly, while many nineteenth-century scholars would contextualize the objects of their study they often did not follow the implications of Herder’s position in relation to the conditioned and contextualized character of scholarship itself.

Herder sounded several other themes that would reverberate throughout the nineteenth century in powerful but unresolved ways. First, while asserting the priority of individuality Herder, like many German historians who followed him, located the site of historical development not in particular human beings but in the nation and the unique spirit of the nation. There were no individuals in general but only historical humans with national identities. This focus upon the Volk and its unique history would go hand in hand with the emergence of German nationalism and would be a defining mark of nineteenth-century German historicism, a connection, moreover, that contemporary historicism rarely acknowledges.

A related theme that Herder embodied that would also raise questions for the historicisms that would follow related to Herder’s insistence on the multiplicity and diversity of national formations, their characteristics and values. Herder’s claims of distinctiveness for historical traditions led him to reject the project of comparison. Efforts to compare cultures and historical streams of national formations were wrongheaded for they were based upon assumptions that trans-cultural criteria could be identified and utilized in comparison and evaluation. For Herder, only criteria internal to traditions could be used to judge historical strands of human existence and those critical criteria were always local. This insistence that neither reason nor history yielded trans-cultural or trans-temporal values by which to pass judgment led Herder to declare, “all comparison is disastrous.”
 Herder, thereby, sounded an early criticism of Eurocentrism and raised the issue of relativism and, with it, an anarchy of values that has plagued historicism ever since.

Herder thus articulated many of the themes with which nineteenth century historicism would contend: the historicity of human experience and reason, the resultant particularity of human life, the role of history and tradition in shaping human distinctiveness and the multiplicity of human historical formations that were the consequences of this historicity. In the face of such diversity and competing visions of the world Herder would also finally appeal to the theological solution that so many of his nineteenth-century successors would avail themselves of and that much twentieth- century historicism would eventually reject- a divine providence which would weave all such diverse human formations and values into a “magnificent whole.”
  Hence, Herder saw a richly textured order and a world of complementary versions of reality where for many in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries there is only chaos and the specter of incommensurability.

While the eighteenth century witnessed a growing interest in history within the German Enlightenment generally and in the thought of persons such as Johann Herder it was in the nineteenth century that historicist assumptions would fully flourish. Across the western world a curiosity about the past and a growing awareness of both its value and its distance from the present intensified as the century unfolded. History became the touchstone for human understanding of self and world. “It provided the subjects for art, literature, the foundations for humanistic scholarship, even the categories of scientific analysis.”
 The nineteenth century was the period in which the modern academic discipline of history emerged with its own criteria for critical inquiry, its location in the modern university and its formulation of a professional identity tied to scholarly commitments as opposed to the dictates of religion. Moreover, historical interests captured the imagination of not only scholars but of ordinary people. Ancient myths, national literature, museums, the collecting of artifacts, a fascination with ruins and in their absence the construction of faux -ruins all preoccupied denizens of the nineteenth century. 

Of particular concern in the context of this conference is the emergence of historicist-oriented forms of scholarship. It is impossible to detail all the developments but several bear our scrutiny. First, there was the development of what is termed the German Historical School. This school of thought encompassed thinkers such as Wilhelm von Humboldt, Leopold von Ranke, Johann Gustav Droysen and, in the twentieth century Friedrich Meinecke. The work of these thinkers set the direction for the modern discipline of history as they sought to detail methods of critical historical inquiry that would yield objective knowledge of historical realities. Van Harvey in his landmark work, The Historian and the Believer, states that “underlying this new science [history] was an almost Promethean will-to-truth. The aim of the historian, it was declared, was to ‘tell what really happened.’ Description, impartiality, and objectivity were the ideals….”

The scholars of the Historical School worked in a wide variety of historical periods and made distinctive claims that demonstrated varied and sometimes competing assumptions within the emerging discipline of history in the German context. For the purposes of this article, however, I want to stress certain directions of thought that can be seen to have had impact upon and to be significant for biblical criticism in general and the quest for the historical Jesus in particular. First, the scholars of the Historical School continued the historicist assertion of the importance of the individual, be that individual a person, event or a political state. This often translated into a “great man” approach to history where the historians focused on significant individuals. Thus despite a rhetoric of concern for historical context sometimes that concern was neglected in favor of focusing on individual persons as the venue or lens through which broader history was interpreted. 

Second, the emerging discipline of history called for a focus on facts, an emphasis upon evidence and exhibited a growing obsession with sources and documents. Scholars were to get back to the sources, especially to eyewitness accounts, and to the earliest documents that testified to historical events and persons. Origins were thought to provide the most reliable evidence; the scholars’ task, thus, was to unearth and critically examine the earliest materials available. Leonard Krieger in a volume detailing the significance of Leopold von Ranke, summarizes this Rankean view well when he states that Ranke “propounded a science of history, based upon the critical study of its sources and upon the organization of these sources into a hierarchy with its apex in the original document with the historical event, as close as possible to the historical actor and as distant as possible from the historian.”
 History was to follow the facts and facts were to be found in reliable sources and eyewitness accounts.

Third, in a manner that would perhaps be the clearest dividing point between nineteenth- century historicism and the thought of later historicists many scholars of the Historical School assumed that they approached the materials uninfluenced by interests, biases, their own histories or locations. Even though there was a growing move toward contextualizing and toward recognizing the conditioned character of human historical existence many of the historians of this approach simply assumed that they could bracket the particularities of their own experience when they approached the past. On the one hand, they asserted that their very historicity provided the means for understanding history; many espoused the Vico-like claim that we can only know what we make and hence it is as historical agents that we can understand historical reality. Yet on the other hand, they simultaneously failed to take into account the implications of their own historical location and identity. Hence Ranke could state that as a historian he had tried “to extinguish my own self, as it were, to let the things speak and the mighty forces appear which have arisen in history in the course of the centuries.” 

Fourth, in a way that at least obliquely recognized the difficulty of extinguishing the self and of ascertaining the “facts” of history, many historians of this perspective invoked the notion of Verstand or understanding. To really know history meant not only identifying the facts but also penetrating to their “essence” and the only way to do that was through some form of intuition. In the figures of Humboldt and the later developers of hermeneutics the themes of intuition and empathy would be called upon to help historicists overcome the divide between past and present, a divide that seemed increasingly daunting the more historians knew of earlier periods.

Finally, it should be noted that the proponents of the Historical School, despite their distancing themselves from religious authorities and explicitly religious purposes, continued to draw upon notions of divine providence and God in the face of historical multiplicity. Throughout the nineteenth century God continued to be the great harmonizer of diversities and the one who warded off an encroaching anarchy of conflicting values. By the early twentieth century this solution would no longer hold and the crisis of historicism would be in full expression.

Several other historicist trajectories in the nineteenth century are important to note. Two individual figures especially stand out: Wilhelm Dilthey and Ernst Troeltsch. Dilthey came to see historicism not only as a method doing historical scholarship but also as a philosophy of life that referred to an expansive and inclusive human project. There was nothing beyond history for Dilthey and hence human knowledge was always exhausted by the finite human realm. Dilthey agreed that the focus of human historical inquiry was on the individual and the particular but he, far more than his predecessors, also thought humans create larger systems of interpretations, overarching visions of reality within which the individual and particular gained meaning. Dilthey would, thus, point the way toward an interest in theoretical and interpretive systems, including those interpretive visions we term religions, for twentieth century historicism.

Dilthey also was preoccupied with the delineation of an appropriate method for the humanistic sciences, especially history. As Hayden White has stated “the intellectual history of nineteenth- century Germany, if indeed not all of Europe, may be conceived as centering on the problem of defining the relation between the human sciences (Geistesweisschaften) and the natural sciences (Naturwiss
enshaften).” The goal was to articulate methods and criteria that would distinguish between the two types of sciences but would simultaneously provide for the human sciences a sure grounding that justified their claims to objective knowledge. Dilthey continued the Vico-like claim that humans can know earlier times and places and different cultures because human historicity itself provides an indispensable avenue into other persons’  histories and cultures. Familiarity yields the possibility of true knowledge. But Dilthey also asserts that such familiarity is never complete; it is not the same as complete identity. Instead there is always a margin of difference, a sense of strangeness. What is required to comprehend history, in which familiarity and strangeness co-exist, is the art of interpretation or understanding. Once more Verstand and Einfunlung or empathy are invoked to overcome the distance and “otherness” that haunts history.

While Dilthey echoes the call for empathy it is finally not enough for him. It is the beginning of historical investigation, a necessary but not sufficient orientation toward the past or the other. The historian must also engage in a through investigation of context. The individual is important but can never be comprehended apart from a deep understanding of the context and conditions in which such an individual existed. And finally, in a significant manner, Dilthey rejected the detached knower of the Historical School, the “extinguished self” of Ranke. Dilthey’s empathetic knower was also a thoroughly historical, located self, conditioned by his/her own location and shaped by the horizons of his/her own time and place. Despite his aspirations for objectivity, the positivistic dreams of much of the Historical School would begin to yield way in Dilthey”s thought to the notion of history as interpretation and of the historical knower as a conditioned and located historical inquirer. And those that followed Dilthey would now face the dilemma of how to reconcile the historicity of knower and known with the desires for validity and objectivity.

Ernst Troeltsch marks in many ways the culmination of nineteenth and early twentieth century historicism. For our purposes, Troeltsch argued that historicism exploded traditional claims to truth made by Christianity and especially undermined the fainthearted and quasi-historical approaches to the Christian past, including the Bible and the search for the historical Jesus that characterized so much of the interest in Christian history in the nineteenth century. In an important article “Historical and Dogmatic Method” Troeltsch repudiated a dogmatic method that might have attended to particular historical issues such as the dating of a source but failed to understand the much larger and devastating challenge that historical consciousness posed for religious beliefs and especially for Christianity. Historical criticism of the Bible that busied itself with one particular issue of chronology or authorship or a seeming contradiction between texts but still assumed without examination or argument the “authoritarian concept of revelation,” simply did not grasp the revolution in modern thinking brought about by historicism. For Troeltsch, the impact of recognizing human historicity and all it entailed was catastrophic for the traditional claims of Christianity. Historicism led, in Troeltsch’s words, to the “disintegration of the Christian world of ideas.”
 According to Troeltsch “once applied to the scientific study of the Bible and church history, the historical method acts as a leaven, transforming everything and ultimately exploding the very form of earlier theological methods.”

In place of the those approaches that claimed to be historicist in nature but were actually predicated on non-historicist theological assumptions Troeltsch argued for three principles as the hallmark of the historical method. The first principle was what he terms the “habituation on principle to critical criticism.” Such an approach brought all traditions under the same historical scrutiny, refusing to protect or elevate any beyond the reach of historical inquiry. This meant that no tradition or element within a tradition could be treated differently than others. The commitment to historical criticism brings a kind of equalitarianism with it; historicists cannot make claims for themselves or their objects of inquiry that they would deny others. Troeltsch also thought this principle pointed to the limited character of human claims. For him, historical criticism “brings a measure of uncertainty to every single fact.” Moreover, the relation between past and present is always “partly obscure.”
 Thus the hope of grounding claims to absolute religious truth in history was misguided and impossible. Certitude was never the outcome of critical historical reflection.

Troeltsch’s second principle is a two-sided one. On the one hand, he shared the historicist conviction that every historical reality, be it a person, event or artifact, is unique in character; historicity implies originality. However, such uniqueness and distinctiveness does not rule out the possibility of historical knowledge. To use the parlance of our own times, historicity did not, for Troeltsch, entail incommensurability. Through the use of analogical thinking contemporary historical critics could recognize the ways in which original events in the past were both like and unlike ones in their own contexts and were like and unlike ones in different contemporary contexts. Troeltsch’s invocation of analogy avoided both the specter of the impossibility of historical knowledge while, at the same time, rejected any easy collapse between past and present and between contemporary cultural formations. This principle also fundamentally rejected the isolation of any historical event or personage as somehow transcending the vicissitudes of history. Religiously driven claims about the uniqueness of Jesus or the originating events of Christianity that somehow placed these outside of the history were, for Troeltsch illegitimate and no longer acceptable in the modern world.

The third Troeltschian principle was also one that ruled out the isolation of events and persons that characterized so much of Christian theology. This principle was termed the principle of correlation. By this Troeltsch meant that every event was both unique and individual but also was interconnected with other historical realities. All historical events were located within an ever-widening matrix of interconnected historical realities and they could not be understood except within these contexts. Hence, once again, Troeltsch declared that historicist commitments rule out the arbitrary removal of religious events and personages from history and denounced the attempt to ground religious claims in explicit and sometimes covert supernatural sources.

The Troeltschian principles of criticism, analogy and correlation had and continue to have devastating effects on traditional Christian claims to superiority and uniqueness. For Troeltsch, these principles leveled the playing field, forcing Christianity and other religious traditions into the same categories as all other human historical reality. “Christianity, too, must be regarded as an entity to be explained and evaluated in relation to the total context of which it is a part.”
 This pushes among other things to a more comparative analysis of religious figures and purportedly unique religious events. Isolation, claims of utter uniqueness, decontextualization, and supernatural assumptions are all foregone as religion takes its place within human history and the historian carries out his/her task of critical examination beholden to the canons of modern critical inquiry and independently of religious authorities and theological purposes. 

It is important to note that Troeltsch, in an article written shortly before his death in 1923, seemed to raise questions about the possibility of comparison.
 He had searched throughout his life for trans-cultural criteria that were not imposed upon historical reality but emerged from comparative historical inquiry. For a while in the early part of the twentieth century, he thought he had identified such historical but universally applicable norms. By his death such criteria seemed an illusion and he reverted to notions of norms internal to historical strands of human existence. While he did not in the end he rule out knowledge across time or cultures he did repudiate judgment of one culture or tradition of another. He, thus, left historicism with the problematic possibility that the only truth we have is local- truth is what is true for us.

Many other representatives of historicist thought in the nineteenth century attempted to concentrate on historical events and to disassociate those historical realities from metaphysical, theological or theoretical systems. But this was not the only approach. Other thinkers offered large-scale philosophies of history seeking to locate finite historical occurrences in more cosmic frames of reference. Premier among such thinkers was the influential philosopher Hegel whose speculative theory of history was the most ambitious effort of the century and one whose impact was widespread including upon biblical critics. Hegel, in brief, delineated a view of history in which divine reality came to self-fulfillment not over against finite historical existence but in and through the development of history. History was the venue of divine development and completion. Whereas the Historical School eschewed speculative theories of history, Hegel argued that history was only understood from such a metaphysical standpoint. Evidencing little interest in the “petty interests” of historians Hegel sought to outline the sweep of cosmic progress. While many historicist thinkers were systematically eliminating God from the historical picture, Hegel was reintroducing the divine in the guise of the movement of history itself. For those who were coming to reject supernaturalism but seeking ways to retain the divine Hegel offered not only a new philosophy of history but also one that included a reconstructed idea of a now historicized God.

Historicist commitments and historical interests played out in many intellectual disciplines and locales in the nineteenth century. They were found as well in the biblical criticism that within the nineteenth century had become a part of the modern university, reflecting its canons of research and academic ideals. As in other fields, historicism functioned to complexify the relation between the study of the Bible and religious beliefs and practices. On the one hand, as John Drury states in his book Critics of the Bible 1724-1872  “historicism was biblical criticism’s charter of freedom from ecclesiastical control.” 
  On the other hand, such freedom did not resolve questions of the nature of the past and its relation to contemporary religious realities.

The repercussions of historicist commitments were seen in both the study of the Hebrew Scriptures and the Christian Scriptures. Wilhelm Gesenlius (1786-1842) pursued philological and comparative work in a manner that pushed other scholars to work with original sources. Other figures such as W.L. de Wette contributed to biblical criticism by utilizing critical historical methods to call into question the purported historicity of many texts including Deuteronomy and Chronicles. Julius Wellhausen’s work signaled, in the words of R.E. Clement “ a triumph of the historical movement in biblical studies” as he, like the Historical School, stressed the significance of national identity and development in the history of Israel. Source criticism, literary criticism, form criticism and redaction criticism all owe much to these nineteenth century thinkers.

In New Testament Studies the impact of historicism was also felt. This is especially the case in what is termed the Quest of/for the Historical Jesus. In many ways this first Quest (often dated from Reimarus to Albert Schweitzer) is the embodiment of the conflicting trends and commitments of nineteenth century historicism. There were what many have called the positivistic concerns of the quest. That is, biblical scholars sought to identify historical materials, original sources, eye witness accounts, (which increasingly proved to be elusive) and on the basis of such critical study to make empirical claims about Jesus and the origins of Christianity.  But while espousing positivist dreams of objective historical inquiry many biblical scholars sought the historical Jesus for religious purposes, seeking to determine how he was the originating event that precipitated Christianity and how he was relevant for the modern period. Often in ways not acknowledged these two dynamics shaped the quest and colored the resultant Jesuses that the nineteenth century claimed to have discovered. Thus throughout the Quest’s first phase there were exhibited tensions between history as an empirical science versus religious assumptions and purposes, between the historical character of the past and the needs of the present, between the focus on individual facts and the theoretical framing that shaped the interpretive approaches to their study and on the significance of Jesus within Christianity and the growing body of knowledge about the ancient Near East and about other ancient cultures and traditions that offered figures, scriptures and religiously important heritages of their own that belied Christianity’s traditional claims to uniqueness. And haunting the whole process were the lurking relativism and anarchy of values fed by historicism’s challenge to timeless truth and to the possibility of trans-cultural and trans-temporal judgment both within and across historical traditions.

One biblical scholar stands out in the nineteenth century as the embodiment of many of these tensions and that is David Friedrich Strauss. In 1835 Strauss published his two-volume work The Life of Jesus Critically Reexamined. This work unleashed, as Albert Schweitzer would note, a firestorm that both “made him famous in a moment and destroyed his prospects.”
 Strauss followed the mandates of historicist thought as he sought to identify the “really historical” in the New Testament accounts of Jesus and to thereby separate the historically accurate depictions from mythic expressions of religious truth. As Dennis Nineham has stated, Strauss’s endeavor distanced him from both the supernaturalists who refused to problematize fantastic events and the rationalists who attempted to clean up the biblical stories and render them in terms acceptable to modern persons. Instead “Strauss suggested that many of the supernatural traits in the Gospels were neither to be accepted au pied de la letter as the orthodox supposed, nor yet regarded with the rationalists as misinterpretations of quite ordinary occurrences, but seen as entirely legendary constructions…”
 Thus, in many ways, Strauss is important for his close application of historical critical methods and his refusal to name as historical what could not pass the muster of historical analysis. However, Strauss did not just label much of the New Testament as myth or legend and leave it at that. He was deeply influenced by Hegelian thought and came to argue that myths were not just false history or bad science but instead they embodied religious truth. Strauss, perhaps more than many other questers for the historical Jesus, made a self-conscious philosophical attempt to salvage the importance of Jesus in the face of the erosion of historical claims about him. In Strauss’s view, the religious truth, clothed in the mythological forms of Jesus’ day, remained significant when abstracted from those forms. This truth, the Hegelian assertion that the divine entered history resulting in the divinization of the historical realm, remained even as Jesus was shorn of his historical status. As the negative reactions to Strauss’s work testify, the philosophical salvaging of Jesus’ significance was not an acceptable solution to many. Thus the quest has continued but without resolution and often without consciousness of the various issues that plagued the first forms of historicism and continue to haunt their successive expressions.

III. Early American Historicism

In many accounts of the next phases of historicism in general and the trajectory of it associated with the quest for the historical Jesus in particular the focus remains, until recently, on Europe. Moreover, there is often a large gap between the nineteenth century and the latter part of the twentieth century.  My concern in this paper is not to fill in all the lacunae in the various accounts of historicism and of the development of modern biblical scholarship, especially about Jesus. I do want, however, to suggest that there were American forms of historicist thought including on the part of biblical scholars that provide distinctive contributions to historicism and that are suggestive in relation to the issues that still confront historicism. In particular I want to draw our attention to the Early Chicago School of Theology. There were many historicist thinkers at Chicago in the first decades of the twentieth century and a number of them applied historicist insights to biblical scholarship. For our purposes, I want to hold up the work of one New Testament scholar both because he is such a thoroughgoing historicist and because he in fact wrote a life of Jesus. This figure is Shirley Jackson Case.

As European thinkers needed to struggle with the particularities of modernity in their European context- the Reformation, religious wars, the Enlightenment, the French revolution and the emerging German nation state- so too did Americans have to come to terms with their own situation. Historicism in the United States emerged in the aftermath of the Civil War, the shift of populations from rural America to expanding cities, industrialization, a great influx of immigrants and the spread of a scientific worldview. Biblical criticism in particular posed a challenge to traditional religious beliefs and, for many, resulted in an intellectual crisis in American Christianity. Fierce conflicts took place between a growing fundamentalism and the liberal religious tradition in American Christianity. The Divinity School at the University of Chicago played a prime role in arguing the liberal, especially historicist, or what its faculty often termed the socio-historical, perspective in the early twentieth century.

Shirley Jackson Case was a professor of New Testament at Chicago. Case is important because, while he was interested in the past, he set himself over against those who continued, in his mind, to give too much status to that past. In particular, Case argued that religious traditions have interpreted the “voice of antiquity” as the “voice of authority.”
 Religious traditions had bolstered their own claims to superiority and power in the present era by claiming an intimate connection with a normative past. Hence, according to Case,  “its officials have held their positions by right of tradition, its ceremonies have derived their validity from ancestral practice and its teachings have been thought to embody a wisdom authorized in by-gone times.”
 These maneuvers have been present in many traditions but, for Case, they had been especially prevalent in Christianity.

Case suggests that behind this view of a normative past lay other assumptions that were problematic. First, there was a segmented view of history whereby certain strands could be separated from each other and given different status. Notions of sacred history or revelation or divine men all represent versions of such a process of isolation and segmentation. Going along with this notion of separating part of history off has often been the added idea that such a unique historical person, place or time was the site of some divine instilled character that added to its luster as ancient. Hence, antiquity and some sort of divine infusion combined to identify the past as the premier site of authority for Christianity. In this perspective, the past had a status denied the present: “its primary value lies in its normative significance It is one authoritative guide in all matters of religion.”
 As the final court of appeal, then, the past took on a significance that eluded all other times and places and Jesus carried a weight denied all other humans.

For Case, modern historicist insights and the modern historical method rendered this “normative hypothesis” thoroughly unacceptable. The past, and all elements within it including Jesus, no longer presented itself as the site of some pure origins or “an age of slightly tarnished perfections.”
 The past was simply the past. It is important to later humans because, as historical creatures, humans emerge out of and require that history to create new presents and futures. But the role of the past was, for Case, not that of an authority. The past, including important figures within it, was but a stimulus that played a didactic role as humans sought to understand their world and generate new solutions for present day problems.

Case not only denied the authoritative status of the past he also rejected the approach of so much historical analysis that highlights only great figures or certain texts to the neglect of the social context and ordinary life. For him, historicism, now with a decidedly social slant, mandated that inquirers move away from elitist versions of history and offer thick descriptions of the full scope of what has gone before. This means that historians and others interested in the past must orient themselves toward the social worlds that compose humans’ historical heritage and that historians must locate their analysis of significant figures within the horizons of such social environments.

Shirley Jackson Case not only detailed broadly his version of historicism. He also embodied those commitments in his own biography of Jesus and in writings on his view of the past, including the Bible, in historicist perspective.  In some ways Case’s own life of Jesus in which Jesus emerges as a Palestinian Jew who preached a prophetic vision of eschatological hope, is less important for our present conversation than the historicist assumptions that drove that study. First, for Case, the task of the historian engaged in the quest for Jesus is to offer as accurate a picture of Jesus’ public career and times as possible. Hence Case shares the commitment to objectivity of other historians though as we will see this is somewhat muted by other assumptions.

Second, Case distanced himself from other approaches to the historical Jesus by his clear rejection of what he terms “documentarianism.”
  In particular, Case was under whelmed by assumptions that the canonical literature of Christianity should be given special status. The traditional linking of canonicity and supposed apostolic authorship with historicity was deeply flawed. The canon was a product of historical developments including the manipulation of power; it was and has continued to be a “machinery of control.”
  As such “neither the prestige of canonicity nor the hypothesis of apostolic authorship can insure the accuracy of any ancient biography of Jesus.”
  Thus, historians, according to Case, must challenge these assumptions of what he termed ecclesiastical custom and instead open themselves to the critical exploration of all the data available, including so-called apocryphal sources and other information available about the social world of Jesus’ time and of the world of developing Christianity. 

Having rejected any elevated status for canonical materials Case went on to emphasize that all the materials, canonical and extra-canonical alike, did not offer historical portrayals of Jesus or his times. Instead he argued for a historicist interpretation of these materials. They were, to begin with, creative renderings of Jesus that emerged out of the early Christian movement and as such they reflected its social world, its developing theologies and the particular issues and problems to which they are responses. Jesus was configured and reconfigured not so much to offer an accurate picture but in order to name and respond to the realities of the various early Christian communities. Even the earliest portrayals of Jesus were creative reconstructions or fabrications. In that sense these materials tell us too little and too much; they tell us about the world of developing Christianity but less fully about the world of Jesus. Hence, a major role, perhaps the major role they played, for Case, was as helpful entrees into Christianity as it emerged and, from a historicist perspective, they needed to be treated as such rather than as adequate sources for a biography of Jesus.

When Case sought to delineate what then might be possible in relation to Jesus he argued that the task was twofold; it entailed discriminating in the sources what was thought to be related to the historical contexts of the emerging Christian communities and what might be reflective of the Palestinian context within which Jesus lived. Repeatedly, Case argued that this “social point of view” was what was required. That meant that the historian of Jesus must really be a historian of the social world of Palestine utilizing whatever resources are available to understand that historical milieu. This meant, therefore, for Case, that historians could not somehow treat Jesus as somehow unique but must see him as a product of his times and of his own experience: “He was connected with a past which played its part in the process of his development, he was surrounded by definite historical circumstances, and he had his own personal inclinations, his own characteristics, his own intellectual life and his own spiritual experiences.”
  Jesus was, hence, part of, produced by, and a contributor to a very specific time and place. To search for either modern ideas or a modern religious model or some timeless truth here was to search in vain.

Case’s views of the historical Jesus resonated quite fully with his overall historicist outlook. He did think, perhaps in tension with those historicist assumptions, that Jesus embodied commitments to certain principles, most especially, love of God and neighbor, that could be relevant in other times and places. But Jesus’ own interpretations of what such principles meant were thoroughly time bound. What was appropriate in Palestine 2000 years ago might be inappropriate in the twentieth century. Case declared, Jesus might “have taught and acted otherwise had he been placed in these modern surroundings.”
 Therefore, contemporary theology and religious belief and practice could not return to the past, even the past Jesus represented, to get clear guidance for the present. It was not only that it was difficult to identify in great detail who Jesus was but more significantly his life and thought did not provide a blueprint or authoritative guide for Case’s own world. Instead Case, in good American historicist fashion, asserted that the task of present day theologians was to critically analyze the present and its problems, to engage the past didactically in order to see what resources it might offer the present, and to propose the best vision for their times that was possible knowing that in the future others would surely supplant their imaginative visions just as they have those of Jesus’ time and place.

IV. Contemporary Historicism


The historicisms of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Germany and of the early twentieth century in America bequeathed to later thinkers, including biblical scholars and historians in search of the historical Jesus, both important insights and significant problems than remain with us today. In particular, historicists, for all their variety, have stressed the historicity of human life with its implications that humans are constituted by their relations to their pasts and by the myriad relations and realities of their present contexts and environments. The past, thus, becomes an important, though not exclusive, touchstone for understanding human reality. 

Historicism’s rehabilitation of tradition and history, while opening up vast new areas to be explored, also confronted its early proponents with new and multiple dilemmas almost immediately. In relation to the quest for the historical Jesus sources turned out to be elusive, selective and limited yet yielding, even in their limited form, multiple, conflicting interpretations. Moreover, historicists increasingly pointed to the complex social, political and religious forces that drove such reconstructions of Jesus in the past. Perhaps most importantly, by the early twentieth century, historicists recognized that not only was the past complex, multiple and full of contestation but that contemporary persons engaged that past for present day purposes. By the early twentieth century Ranke’s extinguished self was replaced, at least for some, with an historical inquirer, located in time and place, reconstructing the past for purposes in the present. While the dream of “objectivity” remained, the question of the role of interpretation, the creative imagination of the historian and the insight that contemporary interpreters engage the past in order to respond to the needs of the present and to serve contemporary interests had all come to the fore. All these have made any easy assumption of gaining an accurate picture of the past, including Jesus and his times, seem hopelessly naïve.

Moreover, these earlier historicists had more and more repudiated the ecclesiastical customs that often accompanied the search for Jesus. They increasingly rejected segmented views of history, the elevation or isolation of individual persons, events or traditions as somehow different in kind from other historical realities and, along with such refusal, moved toward the repudiation of notions of the past as the site of authority or as the locus of pristine origins. One way to stress this rejection of a religious interpretation of history is to say, with J. Samuel Preus, that what has occurred in modernity is not only the historicizing of religion but also its naturalizing.
 Such naturalizing began as early as the sixteenth century and gained credence and intensity in the historicist phase of the modern period. By the naturalizing of religion I mean the progressive treatment of religion as a human phenomenon to be understood and explained like all other human realities. The historicizing and naturalizing of religion have meant for historicists that supernatural and religiously driven explanations for religion are to be replaced by naturalistic and socio-historical ones. 

The repercussions for such historicizing and naturalizing have been especially important for how Jesus came to be viewed by historicists. In particular, for the Chicago School, Jesus became more a prototype than an archetype, a model of a historical being to be emulated not in the details of his teachings or actions but as someone responsive to his own times and place. The search for the historical Jesus thus provided not a normative figure against which doctrines and practices were to be tested and in relation to which other interpretations of Jesus or Christ were to be gauged or to which they were to conform. Instead all the historical Jesuses and Christs were to function as historical stimuli to the creative engagement of contemporary problems. In America, historicism came, thus, to be linked not to positivistic views of history or to religious desires for a normative past but to a pragmatism that interpreted the task of philosophical and theological reflection as the creative reworking of any past for the purposes of meeting the needs of the present. 


Between the early part of the twentieth century and the recent renewed interest in historicism, historicist trajectories had something of an ambiguous development. Much of history as a discipline took the positivistic route, seeking to be scientific and objective. Philosophy entered its analytical stage. In relation to the quest for the historical Jesus a period of skepticism emerged, what has sometimes been called the no-quest period. And in theology movements such as neo-orthodoxy focused on the supposedly divinely determined moments of incarnation and resurrection with little or no interest in the earthly life of Jesus. Still, as philosopher Richard Bernstein notes about pragmatism, even in eclipse historicism continued to make its mark. Following Marx, the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory delineated the relationship of ideas and social and political reality. The disciplines of anthropology and sociology tracked the variety of human cultures and increasingly interrogated their universalistic, essentialist and imperialist assumptions. Hermeneutics continued to explore the relation between past and present, the issues of the role of cultural and linguistic horizons in any process of interpretation, and the balance of continuity and creative reconstruction in the process of knowing. And, perhaps most importantly, from mid-century on all sorts of political and social movements began to challenge not only political structures but also to engage, in the most radical fashion, claims to objectivity and to assert new interpretations of how knowledge was constructed including the stories we tell ourselves about the past. Anti-imperialist and anti-colonialist and liberation movements attacked the empires of Europe and the indigenous allies of colonialism and imperialism.  The civil rights movement in the United States and a global movement for the rights of women challenged both political and social systems and proffered new intellectual contributions that undermined the remnants of Enlightenment-inspired ahistorical and universalistic thinking.


One result of these developments is that in recent decades new forms of historicist thinking have emerged in many intellectual disciplines. Often these historicist perspectives have been identified with the broad cultural shifts away from modernity, especially the Enlightenment, under the rubric of postmodernism. When this occurs it has been accompanied with a strange forgetfulness that modernity was not exhausted by the Enlightenment but also encompassed the nineteenth century with its radical turn to historicist sensibilities.  For our purposes I will mention two contemporary forms of historicism that both embody and deviate from early forms of historicist thinking: the new historicism in literary criticism and what I have termed pragmatic historicism in theology.


New historicism in literary studies has emerged primarily from Renaissance Studies as scholars in that field sought to distinguish themselves from earlier forms of literary criticism.
 It shares, though often without much self-awareness, some overlap with earlier modes of historicist inquiry but also has suggested new directions as well. In relation to the “new” components of the new historicism I wish to highlight two that have particular implications for the historical quest for religious history. The first is the emphasis new historicists put upon material culture including its interrelationship with economics, politics and the circulation of power. Texts, for new historicists, cannot be abstracted from wider culture webs including the material and non-discursive practices that are part of those cultural milieus. Hence, new historicists do not just locate texts in relation to other texts or to ideas circulating in culture but also to the political and economic interests that contribute to, are embedded in and are given form by such texts. One result of this complexifying of textual criticism is that new historicists have foregone all notions of identifying singular meanings in texts but instead have pointed to the diverse, conflicting and always multiple elements circulating in any text and between the text and its cultural milieu. A second element found in the new historicism has to do with the critical focus new literary historicists have placed upon the literary interpreter. If the historical artifacts we examine are cultural ciphers so too are historians and literary critics; they too are embedded within culture, reflective of the interests of culture and are themselves the sites of multiple and conflicting dynamics. In a way far removed from the Rankean objective historian, new historicism places the contemporary critic in the midst of cultural struggles in which she/he has a stake and plays a role. The practice of criticism will be obscured to the extent in which such interests are not rendered transparent.


A second movement that I wish to turn to briefly is what I have labeled pragmatic historicism in theology.
 This movement has emerged from a variety of sources including contemporary cultural studies, historicist oriented anthropology, hermeneutical trajectories, liberative social and political movements and, in the form I want to espouse, a keen awareness of the earlier forms of historicism including especially its pragmatic American form. Broadly stated pragmatic historicism in theology has repudiated both traditional claims to timeless truth, be they grounded in appeals to revelation or reason, and the modern liberal theological project that interpreted theology as the time-bound expression of some essential religious experience or religious nature. In their stead, the proponents of pragmatic historicism have argued for theology as a kind of cultural analysis and criticism.  This perspective has suggested that human beings are indeed thoroughly historical. This means that humans are constituted by the mass of historical inheritance that has preceded every present moment, including strands we have arbitrarily designated religious traditions. Such inheritance encompasses all that has gone before, including material culture. When we refer specifically to religious traditions they, in this perspective, take on new definition. First, they cannot be separated from the wider world in which they took shape and of which they are components. Second, they cannot be reduced to ideational, doctrinal or textual elements within them; human inheritance is material as well, written on bodies and in practices. Third, on all levels, traditions are not singular in character; they are always masses of multiple contending, conflictual meanings and practices; engagement with them thus yields neither timeless truth nor some essential meaning that travels untouched through time. Fourth, contemporary interpreters of the past, as the new historicism notes, are also implicated thoroughly in their cultural contexts; they replicate, contribute to and further the various cultural, political and social dynamics and agendas that circulate in their broader contexts. Theology then becomes a form of tracking that dimension of culture associated with the meaning dimensions of religious traditions. It is carried out not to uncover some basic truth to which it is to conform but for the pragmatic purposes of contributing to life in the present and to furthering the interests of its articulators and their social compatriots. Its engagement with its own and others’ histories is for this present centered purpose.


What do these old and new historicist perspectives suggest about and to the current quest for the historical Jesus? I want to make a number of suggestions in summary form. These comments are really in two modes, one fairly benign and the other more provocative. The first set of comments seeks to simply state what implications historicist orientations might suggest for those scholars interested in the historical Jesus. In the second set of comments I wish to push what historicism, at least my pragmatic version of it, suggests has been underlying the quests for Jesus and why historicist forms of theology no longer find these acceptable. 

A. Historicist Implications for the Quest of Jesus (many of which current questers already embody): 

I. Following the commitments of historicism, any study of the past must be broad based and inclusive. In particular, the quest for the historical Jesus cannot be focused exclusively on canonical materials. Canonicity is a cultural construction and needs to be seen as part of the social dynamics that brought it forth. This means that any historicist search includes the analysis of submerged and marginalized perspectives.

2. The search for the past must not only include texts but whatever forms of material culture or artifacts are available.

3. As the data of inquiry is multiple so too must be the methodological and disciplinary approaches: anthropology, archeology, literary studies, gender and ideological critique, political and social history etc. all provide angles of analysis. The quest must be interdisciplinary and multi-methodological.

3. The Jesus who is sought must be reentered into history, shorn of supernaturalistic assumptions as well as those presuppositions of some sort of essential humanity or extra-ordinary human character. In a historicist perspective Jesus becomes one human among others with a life that was one of contingency and fallibility. 

4. As one human among others Jesus cannot be treated in isolation. He was part and product of a wider social reality which created him and to which he contributed. Inquiry about Jesus is always social and cultural analysis in this view.

5. Like any historical figure, Jesus embodied multiple dimensions and was the subject of seemingly endless understandings.  Historicist assumptions both acknowledge the multiplicity of these interpretations and narrow the distance between the “historical Jesuses” and the constructed Jesuses. 

6. Jesus also must be interpreted comparatively as well both in relation to other figures of his times and more broadly in terms of how comparable figures have been viewed. Such comparison does not assume either an essential character that might be attributed to religious leaders or an essence that religions share. It rather is predicated on the historicist assertion that every historical event is unique and particular without being utterly incommensurable in terms of other historical realities. Comparison is difficult and fraught with dangers but not impossible. To engage in it contributes to avoiding making claims to uniqueness predicated on too narrow a field of inquiry.

7. Historicists engaging in the quest for the historical Jesus should also recognize their own historical location and interrogate their own and others interests in such a quest. Clive Marsh suggests that a deeper analysis of who is engaged in the quest, whose interests are being served by the quests and what is the relation of the quest to economic factors  (Jesus as a commodity to be circulated for economic gain and political power) are all questions that current historicism raises to the interpreters of Jesus.

When these matters are taken into account it is clear for historicists that no one Jesus will be yielded by the Quests. While some Jesuses may be ruled out as beyond the pale of let’s say Palestinian culture of several millenniums ago there was and still is not one single Jesus to whom historians or cultural critics can point. The Jesuses of history were multiple and will remain so. Moreover, they are always constructions, even in their earliest forms; for historicists there are no singular or pristine origins to discover. Contemporary reconstructions join those creative renderings but not now as “truer” pictures but as contributions to the long traditions of cultural fabrications.

B.  Historicism, the Quest and Theology

More importantly for theologians the question becomes what is the significance of the quest for theology today. There is a way in which historicism suggests that the importance of the historical Jesus for Christian thought and practice has been and continues to be predicated on numerous unacceptable premises that run the gauntlet from treating Jesus a “category of one” to assuming, in the modern world, that somehow the real historical Jesus could be identified by disinterested scholars whose prejudices and commitments were irrelevant or bracketed.
 In some ways the distinction between the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith has sought to at least obliquely acknowledge that the historical Jesus was either not available in this manner or irrelevant to the theological task Christology. The historicisms of today go further, I think. They suggest that every contemporary present does emerge out of a complex relation with a diverse past, including a past that for Christians includes a man names Jesus and all the interpretations and uses of that person. But historicism rejects the notion that we engage the past because it offers in Jesus or any other historical person or event some still point of truth to which we can return and to which we must conform. For contemporary historicists the past plays, as the Chicago thinkers suggested, a heuristic role, providing the raw material for constructing and reconstructing our visions of reality, our practices and our commitments. What it does not do is provide the blueprint for today or an original event that somehow explains or legitimizes Christianity. In short, the quest for the historical Jesus helps us understand better who we have been, though even that description is driven by current dynamics. It does not tell us what we should be today or in the future. The quest then is an exercise in genealogy, constructing out of current needs and interests a version of the past but it is a version that we construct not because it takes us back to some originating moment, event or figure in the remote historical past but because it moves us forward in our present world. The question for theology at least is not who Jesus was but who we will be.
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