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1.
Introduction

This paper is not intended as a chronicle of the attitude towards the dogmatic tradition of the church on the part of the practitioners of the first and third quests. To begin with, as all of us know, both of these quests are rather amorphous, and are characterized by internal heterogeneity. Neither can be described in terms of either a unified body of thought or a shared methodology. And, of course, neither has produced anything like shared conclusions. This means that I must paint them both by using rather broad strokes. Still, there appears to be sufficient 'family-resemblance' among the various components of both quests to justify treating them as more or less coherent entities, so to speak.

My aim in this paper is to reflect on the theological significance of the attempt to reconstruct the history of Jesus of Nazareth in isolation from the response that his words and deeds and destiny have engendered in the earliest witnesses to him. The attempt to do just this is, we are told, characteristic of both the First and the Third Quests, and distinguishes these from the so-called New Quest. In what follows, I will refer to the New Quest as a sort of 'foil' by means of which I will attempt to assess the theological significance of the quests that preceded and followed it. In other words, I will view the first and third quests from the perspective opened up by the New Quest. It seems appropriate, therefore, to begin these reflections with a brief presentation of what the New Quest has to offer us.

2.
The New Quest as a Paradigmatic Moment in Theological Jesus-Research

The precise 'borders' of the New Quest are difficult to trace. In 1992, N.T. Wright included under his discussion of the 'New Quest' both the 'Jesus Seminar' and those scholars (for example, B.H. Mack and F. Gerald Downing) who portray Jesus as a Cynic preacher.
 (Presumably this would now include John Dominic Crossan). More recently (2003), James Dunn has brought the 'New Quest' and the 'Third Quest' together under the heading of 'The Flight from History' (while situating Crossan under the heading, 'The Flight from Dogma').
 I would prefer to stay with a slightly older tradition that sees the New Quest as the movement which originated as a response to - and yet in some ways also as an extension of - the work of Rudolph Bultmann.


This New Quest is sometimes portrayed as the moment of synthesis following upon the historicist thesis of the First Quest, and the avowedly non-historicist antithesis of the so-called No Quest of Barth and Bultmann. As such, it might be said to have elevated both of the former phases in the unfolding of modern Jesus-research, and to represent something of a via media between them. The key to its attempts in this regard - and the key feature informing my delineation of it - was a notion that is credited to Rudolph Bultmaan, namely, the idea of the 'Christ-event'. 


John Macquarrie describes the Christ-event as the complex tradition that originated "in the personal career of Jesus Christ and extends to the coming into being of the church, as the response to Christ." To put it more succinctly, the Christ-event embraces the career of Jesus and the response of faith.


In terms of the evolution of modern Jesus-research, it seems to me that the significance of the New Quest is to be located above all in its attempt to create a space within which historical research and faith in the Christ-event could co-exist. There is good reason to believe that, until - and even since - the emergence of the Third Quest, much mainstream exegesis, and nearly all christology, has operated within this space.
 This is not to suggest that exegetes and systematic theologians have simply perpetuated the methodology and the theological program initiated by Ernst Käsemann in 1953. It is, however, to argue that the New Quest continues to possess a certain paradigmatic value for properly theological research into Jesus of Nazareth (where theology is understand as the church's reflection on its faith). What this means concretely is that theology operates on the principle that "the keryma is faithful to Jesus,"
 such that (in the words of Gerhard Ebeling), "if it were shown that the Christ of faith was a misunderstanding of the significance of the historical Jesus, then the ground would be taken from under the Christian faith."


 How has this paradigm been affected by the history of Jesus-research divorced from the life of faith? That is the question which this paper seeks to address.

3.
The Past and Future of the New Quest


In an article published precisely forty years ago (1964), Brown subjected the New Quest to a careful critique, and reflected on where we might go from there.
 He did this from the point of view of Catholic theology and with an eye to the church's doctrinal tradition. This makes him particularly interesting for a systematic theologian attempting to gauge the significance of movements where exegesis is so central. I will not discuss the entire article here, but limit myself to the themes most relevant to our question.


According to Brown, the first and most striking characteristic of the New Quest was its "interest in the 'historical Jesus'."
 This interest differed from that of the First Quest in two respects, namely, its treatment of the sources, and its concept of history. Whereas the First Quest sought to disentangle the historical Jesus from the accretions of dogma and piety,
 the New Quest recognized the kerygmatic character of the earliest witnesses. Whereas the First Quest was permeated by the so-called "scientific historiography of the nineteenth century," the New Quest opted for an "existential approach," which acknowledges the involvement of the researcher in history and even promotes "an existential relation between the historian and the event" under consideration (with a view to the deepening of human self-understanding). 


According to Brown, these were real steps forward, but they were not unproblematic. In his analysis of the past and future of the New Quest, Brown highlighted two problems in particular,
 namely, the quest's preoccupation with establishing a real continuity between the via historica and the via kerygmatica; and the paucity of its historical results. Let us examine each of these elements separately.

3.1
The Relationship between the via historica and the via kerygmatica


According to Brown, the concern of the practitioners of the New Quest to maximize the continuity between the "history (Historie) of Jesus and the kerygmatic portrayal of the historic (geschichtliche) Christ," led them to minimize the qualitative distinction between the 'faith' involved in the encounter with the historical Jesus, and the faith generated by the preaching of the Easter kerygma.
 In opposition to this rather simplistic equation of both, Brown insists that "the via historica cannot be put on a par with the via kerygmatica."
 That being said, however, Brown insists that historical research does have a role to play "in establishing that our act of faith is not contrary to reason."
Indeed, Brown sees the possibility of historical research "enrich[ing] the contact possible through the kerygma." As he puts it, "… The via historica can form a two-lane highway with the via kerygmatica leading to Jesus of Nazareth. The via kerygmatica sets the direction, but the via historica certainly broadens the access." 


The history of Catholic christology since Vatican II would seem to suggest that the vision of historical research at the service of the church's faith, described by Brown, has at least been adopted by major christologists (whether or not they have been successful in turning that vision into reality). So, for example, Edward Schillebeeckx, in the first volume of his Jesus-trilogy, wrote that a "modern Christological interpretation of Jesus cannot start from the kerygma (or dogma) about Jesus, or indeed from a so-called 'purely historical' Jesus of Nazareth." The "only proper starting point," Schillebeeckx asserts, is a "historical and critical approach, set within an intention of faith."
 In what sounds like a succinct definition of the 'Christ-event', Schillebeeckx goes on to claim that "Jesus and his first believing disciples" constitute "a single phenomenon," and that a "radical breach between the knowledge imparted by faith and that imparted by history … is untenable."
 More recently, Roger Haight has written that while "historical research encourages christology to keep close to the most primitive kerygma or witness to Jesus," "christological affirmation is not positively limited to" that witness. As he puts it, "Reconstructions of the historical Jesus do not in any sense have the last word in christology."


However, while it is the case that modern christologies have sought to integrate historical research, it is also true that the attention to such research has brought about a shift in christology's focus. John Galvin describes this as the "shift from the humanity of Christ to the Jesus of history" and he insists that these two terms cannot simply be equated.
 According to Galvin, this refocusing constitutes a "paradigm shift" in the Kuhnian sense of that term (Galvin also speaks of a "sea change").
 In view of  the (historical) consciousness that central Christological themes and assertions (for example, the meaning of 'Messiah' or 'resurrection') are by no means unequivocal, christology has turned its attention more and more to the "investigation of the actual content of central Christological affirmations." As Galvin expresses it, "It is the figure of Jesus which ultimately determines the sense in which what is predicated of him is to be understood, not vice versa."
 The upshot of this is that whereas christology was traditionally preoccupied with the implications of established Christological doctrine, it is now primarily concerned with clarifying the meaning of that doctrine (in the light of historical research).


It is clear that this "sea change" is the fruit of the New Quest, and of the intensified historical research characteristic that has succeeded it, including the Third Quest. Of course, as John Meier makes very clear already in the Introduction to the first volume of A Marginal Jew, this was certainly not the intention of those involved in the succeeding quest(s), though Meier does acknowledge the possible "relevance of investigations into the historical Jesus for faith and theology."

3.2
The "Meager" Results of the New Quest


Brown's complaint that the fruits of the New Quest were scarce has been echoed by other noted scholars, including N.T. Wright. Brown's remedy was threefold, in line with his analysis of the problem. 

As a corrective to the existentialist preoccupation of the New Questers, Brown recommends a "strong dose of  … impersonal, non-existentialist exegesis," which concerns itself with establishing "objective facts about Jesus."
 Might it not be said that Brown's desideratum has found a Catholic response in John Meier's determination to pursue research that "prescinds from what is known from faith or later Church teaching and asks simply and solely what can reasonably be deduced from the raw data of the N[ew] T[estament] and a few noncanonical passages, viewed purely as potential historical sources."
 Indeed, it has been said that the "fundamental controlling optic" of the Third Quest in its entirety "is historical [author's emphasis]; it deliberately brackets or excludes theological concerns."


As regards the New Quest's focus on non-kerygmatic material, Brown observes sharply that, "The minimalist rules used to isolate authentic material in the Gospels would be applicable if the Gospels were written to deceive. They boil down to an acceptance of only what the evangelists could not possibly have fabricated."
 Brown is thinking here of the New Quest's (excessive) reliance on the so-called criterion of dissimilarity and its corresponding disregard of Jesus' Jewishness.
 Brown's reservations about the limited (and limiting) criteria of authenticity employed by the New Quest have also been met, to some degree, by the developments that have powered more recent research, and the Third Quest in particular.
 However, as James Dunn observes, "Few people … are wholly satisfied" with the criteria that have since emerged, among other things because they, too, tend to highlight what sets Jesus apart.
 The attention to Jesus' Jewishness that characterizes - and perhaps even defines
 - the Third Quest would appear at first sight to have compensated for the neglect of this theme in both the First and Second Quests, but appearances can be deceiving. As Dunn observes, while some authors (E.P. Sanders, N.T. Wright and, more recently, John Meier) have endeavored "to portray Jesus within late Second Temple Judaism," there is also a notable "Tendenz … to play up the similarities between Jesus' teaching and Hellenistic culture and the differences from his native Jewish culture."
 What is most striking, however, and what is reminiscent of the First Quest, is the multiplicity of portraits of Jesus that the Third Quest has generated. Dunn sums up the situation in this regard by saying that, "The simple and rather devastating fact has been that Gospel researchers and questers of the historical Jesus have failed to produce agreed results." In postmodern circles, this confirms the "failure of traditional historical methodology," and reconfirms "the 'impossibility' verdict passed on the old quest."
 


The "failure to take the Fourth Gospel seriously" had, according to Brown, deprived the New Quest's "sketch" of Jesus of "body." While he acknowledges the "severe limitations that the stated purpose of John (20:30-31) puts on its use for a strict chronology of Jesus' life," he insists that it does possess real value "as an historical source."
 While there has been some improvement on this score (and John Meier, for example, is enthusiastic about John's value as a historical source),
 the Fourth Gospel remains rather marginal to Jesus-research. As Dunn points out, although there is a growing recognition that John contains "good, early tradition," and has clear parallels to material found in the Synoptics, the gospel is still regarded as, at best, "a secondary source to supplement or corroborate the testimony of the Synoptic tradition."
 

4.
Drawing up the Balance


When we reflect on what the New Quest achieved, and what it might be said to have gained from the recent history of Jesus-research, it seems fair to say that the balance is largely positive. The New Quest's insistence on the importance of Jesus-research has been endorsed, the deficiencies of its methodology have been largely compensated, and its neglect of John somewhat ameliorated. Most importantly, however, from the point of view of systematic theology, its essentially theological goal remains in place, though it has to be admitted that this is as much due to scholarly neglect and indifference (and sometimes even, hostility) as it is to the perceived failure of the later quest to achieve any real consensus regarding the person of Jesus.


In the first volume of his planned trilogy, James Dunn observes that, "It would be untrue to say that 'the second quest' has ended, whether 'with a bang' or 'with a whimper'."
 At the same time, he acknowledges that the whole enterprise of historical-critical research may soon be swept away by the "postmodern wave of a-historicism."
 Whether Christian theology in general can weather the storm of postmodernism is, of course, the question of the moment. I cannot even begin to answer it here. What is clear, however, is that at least neither the First nor the Third Quest has succeeded in undermining the theological attempt to preserve the integrity of the Christ-event while making room for historical research.
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� The date is very interesting when one considers that the claim of S.J. Patterson, The God of Jesus: The Historical Jesus and the Search for Meaning (Harrisburg: Trinity, 1998) 41-42, that the New Quest lasted only about ten years. R.W. Funk, Honest to Jesus (San Francisco: Harper, 1996) 63, opines that "the brief life of the new quest came to a close around 1975.”
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� The article by Elizabeth A. Johnson, "The Word  was Made Flesh and Dwelt Among Us: Jesus Research and Christian Faith," in Jesus: A Colloquium in the Holy Land, ed. D. Donnelly (New York: Continuum, 1991) 146-166 might be said to evidence a confusion between these notions. So, for example, she observes that "the genuine humanity of Jesus has rather regularly been neglected or slipped from view" in most theology, especially "highly orthodox Christology" (p. 151), and claims that "Jesus research refreshes the imagination of the church about the genuine humanity of the eschatological prophet from Nazareth" (152). She continues by asserting that, "Fed by Jesus research, a clearer grasp of Jesus' historical humanity now provides Christology with a new yet ancient starting point" (p. 152). It is difficult to know what precisely this starting point is, since Johnson acknowledges that the "profiles" of Jesus provided by historical research "are not all the same, and [that] real contradictions exists between various scholarly methods, use of sources, and reading of the evidence." That being said, however, Johnson proceeds to assert that, "taken singly or together, these depictions encapsulate an awareness of the figure at the origin of Christianity different from that of the doctrinal Christ of traditional piety." Indeed, Johnson goes on to say that, "given the critical tools being utilized, this changed imagination [of Jesus] arguably approximates aspects of the first disciples' memory of Jesus more closely than the church's memory image has done for many generations" (p. 151). Precisely what that apostolic 'memory image' was, or how the contradictory profiles can be reconciled, is never clarified. See, too, William Thompson’s call to “align historical research with the human dimension of the Incarnation, and faith with the divinity dimension.” See William Thompson, “‘Distinct but not Separate’: Historical Research in the Study of Jesus and Christian Faith,” Horizons 21 (1994) 131. However, Thompson goes on to sat-y that he “is “not convinced that one can say that Christian faith is bound to historical research” (p. 131.
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� Galvin, "From the Humanity of Christ to the Jesus of History," 260. In making this claim, Galvin refers to Hans Jellouschek, "Zur christologischen Bedeutung der Frage nach dem historischen Jesus," Theologische Quartalschrift 152 (1972) 112-123.


� Galvin points out that the shift from the humanity of Jesus to the Jesus of history has also been brought about by the decline in traditional apologetics, i.e., the fact that certain preliminaries to traditional christology can no longer be presumed. These include the presumption that the reasonableness of faith in Jesus has been established. Whereas this issue was once dealt with in fundamental theology, it has now become part of dogmatic theology as such, a fact that is manifest in the new concern in christology for historical research into Jesus' public life. 


� John Meier, Jesus: A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, volume1: The Roots of the Problem and the Person (New York: Doubleday, 1991) 6. See also Meier's article, "A Marginal Jew Retrospect and Prospect," in Archbishop Gerety Lectures 1992-1993 (South Orange, N.J.: Seton Hall University, 1993) 17 where Meier "noted his own surprise 'at how militantly untheological A Marginal Jew is." Quoted in Galvin, "From the Humanity of Christ to the Jesus of History," 261 n. 33.


� Brown, “After Bultmann,” 25 n. 94. In the course of discussing this point, Brown makes the intriguing observation that Catholic scholars have never displayed the same kind of concern for "religious relevancy in exegesis" as Protestant exegetes have.  This may be "because the relevancy of Jesus is assured through liturgy, sacraments, and devotions." He continues by observing that, "When the function of the Church is too narrowly associated with the proclamation of the Word (understood primarily as Scripture), the relevancy of exegesis is the essential."
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�Rian Venter, "Historical Jesus Research and Systematic Theology: From Alientation to a Common Vision," Neotestamentica 29 (1995) 357-392. See p. 375. Venter notes that ,"[E.P] Sanders is expressly vocal on this: 'I have been engaged for some years in the effort to free history and exegesis from the control of theology .... I am only a historian and an exegete." Venter is quoting from E.P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (London: SCM, 1985) 333-334. See also Boring, "The 'Third Quest' and Apostolic Faith," 345: "Whereas the 'Old Quest' was 'theological' (in the sense that it was primarily anti-dogmatic, reacting against an agenda set by orthodox Christian theologians), and the 'New Quest' was self-consciously theological (in that it was carried on by Christian theologians seeking continuity between the message of the historical Jesus and the church's kerygma), the 'Third Quest' uniformly proclaims its separation from the theological enterprise - though it does this in strikingly different ways." In this regard it is worth noting what M. Eugene Boring ("The 'Third Quest' and the Apostolic Faith," Interpretation 50 (1996) 343) has pointed out, namely, that the "social setting of much 'Third Quest' scholarship [is] in secularized Departments of Religious Studies where the study of religion as a human phenomenon is carried on with interdisciplinary methods." John Galvin identifies three categories of contemporary Jesus-researchers, namely, (1) those who "seek to supplant Christian faith with an alternative conception of who Jesus was" (e.g., Paul Hollenbach, Burton Mack, Thomas Sheehan); (2) those who develop "portrayals of the historical Jesus whose content seems irreconcilable with Christian belief," but who "nonetheless incorporate professions of faith into their presentation;" and (3) exegetes such as John Meier and Joachim Gnilka who methodologically prescind from faith in their historical research and argumentation but who depict the historical Jesus in a manner open to traditional christological affirmations." See John Galvin, "I Believe ...in Jesus Christ, His Only Son, Our Lord," Interpretation 50 (1996) 373-381. See pp. 374-375.
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� This is certainly the case if we accept Dunn's claim that, "What distinguishes this 'third quest of the historical Jesus' is the conviction that any attempt to build up a historical picture of Jesus of Nazareth should and must begin from the fact that he was a first-century Jew operating in a first-century milieu." See Dunn, Jesus Remembered, 85-86.
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� Dunn, Jesus Remembered, 85-86
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