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The Criterion of Coherence in Jesus Research then and now: the Delay of the Parusia as a Testcase
Preliminary version 

Gerd Theißen / Annette Merz 
In this lecture, I shall look at continuity and discontinuity in contemporary Jesus research with reference to the criteria of authenticity on which this scholarship relies. Here, I have chosen the so-called criterion of coherence or consistency, which has not received much discussion, since it was overshadowed at the period of the so-called New Quest by the criterion of double dissimilarity. As we all know, one of the few characteristics of the Third Quest on which virtually all researchers into Jesus agree is that a reconstruction of his teaching divorced both from the Jewish context in which he lived and from the movement which he generated is no longer historically plausible. A vigorous discussion has grown up about the criterion or criteria that ought to take the place of the criterion of dissimilarity, and every new book about Jesus contains lengthy methodological reflections. The authors of this essay, Gerd Theißen and Annette Merz, are no exception to this role. Our own book about Jesus, published in 1996, is based on the so-called criterion of double plausibility, which has been set out in detail in the book The Quest for the Plausible Jesus by Gerd Theißen and Dagmar Winter. In the present essay, we take up a question which repays further attention: what is the value of the traditional criterion of coherence in this work, and how does its application today differ from earlier phases of the Quest? We intend to show that the criterion of coherence – derogatively described by S.E. Porter as a “criterion … not nearly as well regarded as others” – has long been underestimated, and that this evaluation is incorrect. But before we turn to the criterion of coherence, some general reflections on the often imprecise application of the word criterion are required.

Excursus: What can justifiably be called a criterion in Jesus research? 
Generally speaking, critera are rules of discourse which exegetes apply in order to distinguish between authentic and non-authentic Jesus traditions. Nobody can dictate such rules to their colleagues. But we can make them explicit and we may sometimes improve them a little. In our view, one improvement is to realise that many so-called criteria are not criteria in the proper sense, even if they are valuable considerations regarding the historicity of the Jesus tradition.

· Some of them should be called arguments which support the reliability of the Gospels in a general way. They concern the age and the provenance of the tradition in Palestine and have convinced us that it is worthwhile to investigate the Jesus traditions and to find out whether they are authentic or not. But to undertake this examination, we again need criteria in the proper sense.  

· Other so-called criteria are characteristic features in the Jesus tradition, for example, the non-responsive „Amen“ or the expression „Son of Man“. It is probably true that such words belong to Jesus' manner of speech. But before we can attribute such features to him, they must first be examined according to other criteria. And all traditions which are characterised by these features have to be examined by applying other criteria, because characteristic features of the Jesus tradition could have been imitated in order to give non-authentic words the aura of authentic Jesus sayings.

· Some other so-called criteria are key dates of Jesus' life such as his baptism or his crucifixion or particular texts like P.W. Schmiedel's "pillars". There are convincing arguments supporting the historicity of these dates and events. But these arguments already presuppose criteria such as the „criterion of embarrassment“ which says that the baptism of Jesus by John went against tendencies in Early Christianity and was an embarrassing problem for the Early Christians.

· Finally there are regulatory ideas which are employed in Jesus research (as in all historical work). They belong to our historical consciousness as a priori ideas. The traditional double criterion of dissimilarity is based on such an idea. Of course, it is reasonable to ask what constitutes the difference between Jesus and all other people, above all, what constitutes the difference between Jesus traditions and other Jewish and Early Christian traditions – even if we are never able to find out in a methodologically sound way what was really unique about Jesus. Our knowledge of Judaism and Early Christianity is too fragmentary to make general negative statements about them which rule out the possibility of finding an analogy to a word or a deed of Jesus. But regulatory ideas are allowed to transcend the limits of our empirical knowledge. We therefore suggest that the so-called criterion of dissimilarity (or of difference) should be rehabilitated as an „a priori idea“, even if it is not viable as a criterion in the proper sense. All results we arrive at by basing our research on this idea must be checked once again. We also have to stress that, even as an idea, the criterion of dissimilarity is one-sided. We must complement it by another idea, namely by the idea of analogy. In other words, it is just as important to ask what is unique about Jesus as to ask what analogies can be drawn between him and other comparable figures – be it the millenarian prophets in the whole world or the Jewish sign-prophets of his time. But all the results we obtain by drawing on these ideas of dissimilarity and analogy must once again be scrutinized by applying criteria in the proper sense, for example, by employing the criterion as to whether they fit into the context of contemporary Judaism or whether they explain the historical effect of Jesus - his effective history (Wirkungsgeschichte).

Let us now turn to the criterion of coherence. The criterion of coherence is a real criterion. After the criterion of double dissimilarity it has been the second traditional criterion in Jesus research. It says: Jesus traditions may be considered to be authentic provided that they correspond to other Jesus traditions which have already been proved to be authentic according to the criterion of double dissimilarity. The third traditional criterion has been that of the multiple attestation of a tradition. This trinity of criteria gained nearly canonical status in the New Quest through Norman Perrin’s influential boek “Rediscovering the Teaching of Jesus”
 
We would now like to rephrase the criterion of coherence. We suggest, above all, that this criterion should be applied independently of the criterion of dissimilarity. What is coherent in independent sources or in different currents of tradition or in different genres and forms of the Jesus tradition, may indeed be authentic – regardless of the question as to whether it can be derived from Judaism or from Early Christianity or not.

It is interesting to note a certain tendency to see things in this way in M. Dibelius – a form-historian who did not completely share the scepticism typical of R. Bultmann and his followers about the possibility of tracing the tradition back to the historical Jesus himself. In the Introduction, Dibelius demands that, despite all the caution that is necessary in view of the gaps in the tradition, we must “let its voice be heard, in view of its great age and its relative consistence.” He argues that it is usually easy to discern substantial changes which the influence of the community’s theology has made to the logia of Jesus on such topics as the dignity and fate of Jesus himself. Dibelius, as a form-historian, is also confident that we can detach the framework and interpretative elements from the kernel of the tradition about Jesus, which remains essentially unchanged, and he is not convinced of the value of discussing the genuineness of individual test-cases:


“It is often pointless to discuss whether one specific logion is ‘genuine,’ since there are no completely convincing arguments on one side or the other. In general, the historian ought to look at the totality of the tradition, and not to place too much reliance on one individual logion, if this deviates from the rest of the tradition.”

Of course, the criterion of coherence is only one criterion in a cluster of criteria. In our view it is a subcriterion of effective plausibility (Wirkungsplausibilität). Elements which recur and correspond to one another in different independent currents of tradition and forms (and are thus numerously attested), may be an effect of the historical Jesus – just as traditions may be said to go back to Jesus if they are preserved against a general tendency or „against the grain“ only once. „Preservation against the grain“ (or „Tendenzsprödigkeit“) is the second subcriterion of effective plausibility. There is a tension between both subcriteria, but we have to take both of them into account. In some cases they reinforce one another. The ideal case is that a tradition is preserved in many instances but, nevertheless, contains some elements which go „against the grain“. This is the case with the baptism of Jesus. It is testified to in many traditions but it was an embarrassment for the Early Christians because of the superiority it afforded to John the Baptist and the forgiving of sins connected with his baptism. But there may be other traditions which are also testified to very often and which do not contradict Early Christian tendencies and convictions. They may also be authentic. 

Effective plausibility and its two subcriteria are only one group of criteria in Jesus research. We should not only ask what impact the historical Jesus had. We should also ask which factors had an impact on the historical Jesus. In so doing, we ask for contextual plausibility (Kontextplausibilität). What is authentic must be conceivable within the context of first century Palestine. We must be able to explain it both by analogies drawn from its environment and by demonstrating that there is something remarkable and individual in it. Only if Jesus had some remarkable traits can we explain his effect in a historically satisfactory way. 

The difference between our version of the criterion of coherence and its traditional version can be summarised in four points: 

1)  The criterion of coherence is an independent criterion. It can be applied independently wherever we find a plurality of currents and forms of tradition. Its importance increases all the more when traditions are both manifold and inhomogeneous.

2)  The so-called criterion of multiple attestation, however, is not an independent third criterion, but a specific case of the criterion of coherence. It refers to the coherence or the correspondence of the same tradition in different sources. But just as important is the coherence of the same motif and topic in different traditions.

3)  The criterion of coherence is a subcriterion of effective plausibility. The complementary subcriterion is the criterion of embarrassment or „preservation against the grain“. The combination of both subcriteria results in the highest degree of plausibility.

4)  The criterion of coherence must be supplemented by the criterion of contextual plausibility, taking into account both analogies and the special profile of a historical phenomenon in its context. It is only such a contextual difference that can be recognised in a controlled process. The prudent historian can never talk about uniqueness or real singularity in a categorical way.

Altogether we may say: the criterion of coherence is independent of other criteria, but it acquires its convincing validity only in connection with other criteria. Thus, when we later apply it to the motif of the eschatological delay we will have to include other considerations as well. 

Once again we have to stress that all these criteria – the criteria which Dagmar Winter and I have formulated in our book entitled „The Quest for the Plausible Jesus : The Question of Criteria“ – do not set out to introduce new criteria in Jesus research. We merely want to make explicit the criteria already operating in Jesus research and to reformulate them in a way that corresponds better to their current use in research. Therefore we would like to stress that the criterion of coherence is merely an application of a general historical principle.
 The ideal case in historical studies is that we have different sources at our disposal which are different enough to assume their independence, but which are similar enough for us to refer them to the same person or the same event. In other words, the ideal case in historical research is to have incoherent texts which can be interpreted coherently without being derived from the same source. It is therefore crucial for us to have always a plurality of sources or forms (i.e. something which is variable) and some invariable traits which recur and create coherence.  This coherence against the background of incoherence may refer 

(1)  to a distinctive word of Jesus. In this case, we look for the verba ipsissima of Jesus. But it may also refer 

(2)  to some motifs and themes in different words of Jesus. Then we look for the vox ipsissima of Jesus.

(3)  Finally it may refer to forms and genres in different currents of tradition. Then we look for the genera ipsissima of Jesus, i.e. for the particular repertoire of forms he drew on.

The more plurality we find in the Jesus traditions, the more important is every kind of correspondence which we find in spite of this plurality. The plurality of the sources has increased as a result of new findings in the course of the last two centuries (such as the discovery of the Gospel of Thomas), but also by insights gained by researchers in the fields of source criticism (Literarkritik), form history and the history of Early Christianity. 

(1)  The findings of source criticism concerning the Gospels suggest that we have six potentially independent currents of tradition: the sayings source (Q), the Gospel of Mark, the special material of Matthew and of Luke, the Gospels of John and of Thomas. Even those exegetes who assume that the Gospels of John and of Thomas depend on the synoptic Gospels do not rule out the possibility that these Gospels contain autonomous material. 

(2)  Traditional form history contributed to this increase of plurality by discovering small units in the Gospels, which may be independent of one another. This discovery of small units has not become obsolete – irrespective of the fact that other form-historical insights are now disputed (for example, whether we are able to reconstruct the oral pre-history of these small units).

(3)  Finally we should mention developments in research into the history of Early Christianity which show a tendency to suppose more and more currents and groups in ‘Early Christianity'.

As the plurality of sources, of currents of traditions, small units and of different groups increases, all observations which establish coherence in this plurality are strong indications to a historical reality behind our sources. 

One last remark before we turn to consider a concrete example: It is an interpretative task to detect coherence between sources and traditions. This cannot be done in a mechanical way. Whether we deem something to be coherent or not in its respective time depends on historically informed interpretation. You cannot add textual congruities mechanically. What is incoherent on the surface may be coherent on a deeper level.


In the following section we should like to illustrate the search for the verba ipsissima, the vox ipsissima and the genera ipsissima of Jesus by taking his eschatology as an example. We are especially interested in the motif of delay. Of course we can only give a rough sketch here, anticipating a broader investigation of the issue. The delay of the parousia is particularly relevant to the question we are investigating, both because it is widely attested and because it is considered one of the classic examples of a tendency on the part of the early Christians to work on the tradition about Jesus and to change an original characteristics of this tradition, namely the imminent expectation of the end. This is why the criterion of double dissimilarity led scholars to dismiss traditions which contained this motif as inauthentic.

1. First we investigate a single tradition, attested in independent sources which despite incoherences can be interpreted coherently. Such a single tradition is the denial of a „sign from heaven“ recorded both in Mark and Q. As regards content, Mark 8.11f and Matt. 12.38f say exactly the same thing. By analogy to the contemporary sign prophets, the enigmatic „sign of Jonah“ (in Q) is to be understood as follows: Jonah announced a sign (the destruction of Nineveh), but it did not occur because the population of Nineveh repented. Hence it follows that the sign of Jonah is (negatively) the non-appearance of God’s judgement and (positively) the formation of a movement of repentance. The total denial of any sign in Mark would then in fact be identical with the „sign of Jonah“. In all likelihood the reference to the sign of Johah goes back to Jesus and in this case it would be an indication of his coming to terms with a disappointed expectation. The „sign“ to be given to „this generation“ is the movement of repentance that began with John the Baptist (see Luke 7.29f; Matt. 21.31f). The criterion of context also suggests that Jesus is dealing with an acute imminent expectation. Just before Jesus started his public teaching, John the Baptist and the Assumption of Moses (the former, a prominent prophetic figure; the latter, a newly edited apocalyptic scripture) both testify to an acute imminent expectation that was not fulfilled. Assumptio Moses 6,6f prophecies that Herod Antipas and Philippus will reign for a period of less than 34 years. Since the sons of Herod had come to power in the year 4 BCE, it would have become obvious by the year 30 CE at the latest that this politically most delicate expectation had not come true. So the appearance of the Baptist in the late 20s coincides with the expectation of the end of Herod Antipas which some apocalyptically minded groups had. They probably regarded his end as the beginning of the eschatological events. Therefore the Galilean tetrarch had good political reasons to execute this prophet. Regardless of this expectation, the date of which can probably be established, the imminent eschatology of the Baptist is, of course, also well documented by the Synoptics.

2. Furthermore, the criterion of coherence can be applied to individual motifs in different traditions and genres. Thus we do not find separate authentic sayings of Jesus but his typical manner of speech, his vox ipsissima. This vox ipsissima can also be found in traditions which were formulated in analogy to authentic Jesus traditions. But the imitated motif itself does not become less authentic through its imitation. Let us illustrate this with an example. The motifs of delay which are spread over the Jesus tradition are generally considered to have originated from the earliest Christian communities. But in the light of the remarks made above about the sign of Jonah they can be traced further back, namely to Jesus’ digesting the fact that the wrathful judgement which the Baptist had announced had not come. The motifs of delay are especially vivid in parables where they appear in all streams of tradition: in Q in the parables of the faithful and the unfaithful slave (Luke 12,42-46par), of the thief in the night (Luke 12.39fpar) and of the talents (Luke 19.12-27par), in the doubly attested parable of the unexpected return of the house owner (Luke 12.35-38par / Mark 13,33-36), furthermore, in the parable of the barren fig tree in the Lukan special material (Luke 13.6-9), in the parable of the foolish and the prudent bridesmaids unique to Matthew (25.1ff), possibly also in the parable of the seed growing secretly in the Markan special material (Mark 4.26-29) and in the parable of the tares (MattS 13.24-30). The repeated incidence of the motif in all layers of tradition and its occurrences in both parables using the metaphors master / servant and in parables of growth are arguments against rash claims that it derived from primitive Christianity although a post-Easter shaping of the motif in many cases can hardly be disputed. The basic idea going back to Jesus is to use ethically the time mercifully granted by God. This is expressed in characteristic changes in the way the „fields of images“ (the Bildfelder) are used which are common to both Jesus and the Baptist. The Baptist’s announcement of the coming of judgement using the picture of the fruitless tree focuses on the moment immediately preceding the destruction: „Already the axe is laid to the roots of the trees“ (Luke 3.9par); in Jesus’ parable, on the other hand, the barren fig tree is offered cultivation and is granted a period of grace so as to eventually produce fruit (Luke 13.6-9). In the case of the metaphors of sowing and harvest, the Baptist concentrates on the short period during which the wheat and the chaff are separated and the wheat is being gathered into the granary, whereas Jesus describes a much longer period of sowing, growing and reaping in his parables of growth.

Apart from featuring in the parables, the motif of delay also appears in different variants in the logia-tradition, for example in the saying about the son’s ignorance of day and hour (Mark 13.32par), in the demands for watchfulness (Mark 13.33.37par; Luke  12,35), in prophecies about a date (Mark 9.1par; 13,10.30par; Matt. 10.23). We would add that motifs of delay also appear in sayings which redefine time: in the saying about Pilate who slaughtered pilgrims and in the saying about the people who were killed by the Tower of Siloah. Here, time naturally considered to be at the disposal of people is regarded as time mercifully granted by God. It is time which can and has to be used to escape certain death (Luke 13.1-5; Luke 12.58fpar).

The motif of the repeated sending out is coherent with this motif of delay. Two (Matt.: three) invitations are reported in the parable of the great supper (Luke 14,16ff / Matt. 20,1-14). The landowner repeatedly hires labourers for his vineyard (Matt.20.1-16); John and Jesus appear in succession as two messengers of wisdom (Luke 7.33ff). The repeated sending of servants in the parable of the wicked tenants (Mark 12.1ff) can also be interpreted in this way. The common basic idea is that God surprisingly makes a new offer of grace. It is therefore no coincidence that the tradition reflects a sceptical reaction to God’s unexpected new act of grace (Luke 15.25-32; Matt. 20.10-16; Luke 7.20-23par). 

A third motif can be fitted into this picture coherently: the strong emphasis on the idea of forgiveness in the Jesus tradition. The fact that God has postponed judgement is an expression of divine kindness that requires us to behave accordingly. It is therefore worth considering if, for example, the parable of the unforgiving servant (Matt.18,23-35) is based on the delay of the end, i.e. he delayed his judgement. Instead of inflicting punishment as he announced, God forgave those who had repented and he continued to be willing to do so. Therefore people are obliged to forgive, too.

Finally it is possible to explain why Jesus used the Baptist's summons to repentance but not its ritual performance in baptism: baptism was a symbolic action which authenticated the seriousness of repentance although there was no time left to practise it. In the ministry of Jesus other forms of assurance of divine acceptance took the place of baptism such as table-fellowship and a radical system of ethics that required people to emulate the mercy of God who loves his enemies and - contrary to the Baptist’s followers’ previous expectations - still makes his sun rise on good and evil alike (Matt.5.44f).

3. With regard to the criterion of coherence, forms are important in a twofold manner: in the preceding remarks we have already supposed that content and motifs which are found in different forms have a higher claim to authenticity in comparison to those which only appear in one form. If, for example, the motifs of delay are attested in different forms, this points to their being deeply rooted in the tradition. Now we turn to the second aspect of form, considering not one motif in different forms but the same form in different streams of tradition. According to the criterion of coherence, recurrence of a form indicates that this very form belongs to the repertoire of forms used by Jesus. We are therefore interested in the genera ipsissima of Jesus. A study of the forms used in six streams of tradition – Q, Mark, MattS, LukeS, John, Gospel of Thomas - reveals that parables, beatitudes, cries of woe, sayings about Jesus having come and about admission to the kingdom as well as paradoxical aphorisms occur in almost all streams of tradition, or at least in four of them. 

	
	 Q
	Mark 
	MtS
	LukeS
	Joh
	Thom

	Beatitudes
	+
	–
	+
	+
	+
	+

	Cries of woe
	+
	+
	–
	+
	–
	+

	Sayings of admission
	+
	+
	+
	+
	+
	+

	Parables
	+
	+
	+
	+
	(+) 
	+

	I have come
	+
	+
	+
	+
	+
	+

	aphorisms
	+
	+
	+
	+
	+
	+


Beatitudes and parables are generally cited among the forms Jesus used. However, two of the above-mentioned forms, in particular, are disputed: the "I have come" sayings and the paradoxical aphorisms. The individual examples of the latter are, of course, only present in particular parts of the tradition. But if one regards them altogether as a characteristic genre they appear in all six streams of tradition as shown in the following table.

	
	Q
	Mark
	MtS
	LukeS
	Joh
	Thom

	Losing/saving
	+
	+
	
	
	+
	+

	Clean/unclean
	+
	+
	
	
	
	+

	Having/being taken
	+
	+
	
	
	
	+

	Exalting/humbling
	
	
	+
	+
	
	

	First/last
	
	+
	+
	+
	
	+

	Hidden/disclosed
	+
	+
	
	
	
	+


It is certainly possible to consider sapiential aphorisms such as those about the first and the last, or about losing and saving one's life as common tradition that was put into Jesus' mouth. It is likewise conceivable that the sayings about Jesus having come give a holistic interpretation of his life and work from a post-Easter perspective. But if one takes into consideration that there is a parallel in Josephus’ work, where he himself as a prophet uses an "I have come" formula during his encounter with Vespasian (Jos bell 3.400), it becomes quite plausible that Jesus also made use of this prophetic form of speaking. In the case of the paradoxical aphorisms we have to bear in mind that there are similar paradoxes in other Jesus traditions as well and it is no coincidence that they sometimes occur as interpretations of parables. In the view of those who added them, they are coherent with the whole message of Jesus. By means of the described simple test we are able to claim one prophetic and one sapiential form for the historical Jesus, i.e. 'I have come' sayings as prophetic speech and paradoxical aphorisms as sapiential forms. Yet if and how prophetic and sapiential forms generally relate to each other has been disputed to this day. Supporters of the eschatological Jesus ascribe the prophetic forms to Jesus, while supporters of the non-eschatological interpretation claim that he used the sapiential ones. We cannot discuss the problem in depth here, but an analogy can help us avoid drawing false conclusions. The Synoptics portray John the Baptist one-sidedly as a prophet; Josephus, in an equally biased manner, depicts him as a wise man, a teacher of virtue (ant. 18,116-119). Both traditions agree with each other in describing him as the leader of a Baptist movement and in mentioning his conflict with Herod Antipas who executed him. Josephus' suppression of the prophetic traits is clearly due to the fact that he considers the contemporary prophets to be seducers, whereas he wants to depict the Baptist as an exemplary Jewish teacher of wisdom. The suppression of the sapiential features of the Baptist in the Synoptics seems plausible since the first Christians were one-sidedly interested in the messianic preaching of the Baptist. Their main interest was to legitimise Jesus through John’s messianic expectation. On the other hand, some of his moral and sapiential sayings may have been copied by Jesus. Probably there are sayings coined by the Baptist concealed in the Jesus tradition. In one case it is possible to substantiate this assumption: According to Josephus, the Baptist taught the canon of the two virtues - piety towards God and justice to one another (eusebeia and dikaiosyne). Although Josephus characterises a number of exemplary figures as pious and just, the Baptist is the only one who appears as a teacher of these virtues. The apologist Justin describes the twofold commandment to love with reference to the two virtues. According to him, Jesus “summed up all righteousness and piety (dikaiosyne and eusebeia) in two commandments. They are these: 'Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your strength, and your neighbour as yourself.'” (Dial 93,2). Is the twofold commandment to love therefore disguised by the Baptist’s two cardinal virtues? The Jesus tradition itself supposes that the twofold commandment is already familiar. In Luke a scribe cites it spontaneously (Luke 10.25-29); in Mark he at least agrees with it (Mark 12.32-34) as if it were not a new teaching. As Jesus praises this sensible scribe saying that he is not far from the kingdom of God, this is an indication that the twofold commandment to love belonged to the convictions of eschatologically minded people. In addition to that, the Jesus tradition contains several hints that the Baptist engaged in much broader moral and sapiential teaching: in Luke he is preaching to different professions (Luke 3.10-14), in Mark he is described as „a good and holy man“ to whom Herod Antipas „liked to listen“ (Mark 6,20). The latter can be seen as a characterisation in which the canon of the two virtues still appears. According to Matthew, the Baptist came on the „way of righteousness“, using the keyword of the interpersonal basic virtue that Josephus ascribes to the Baptist: dikaiosyne(Mt 21.32). In the Jesus tradition the „way“ is the subject of ethical teaching in the dispute over taxation; Jesus is expected to teach the „way of God“ (Mark 12.14). Accordingly, „the way of righteousness“ will be an indication of the Baptist’s ethical teaching. 

Viewed historically, the Baptist was a prophet and had sapiential features. And most probably the same holds true of his disciple, Jesus. In both fields, as a prophet and as a teacher of wisdom, he borrowed much from the Baptist, but in all probability he did not copy the practice of baptism. This seems to be due to his experience of delay of the final judgement. Since God grants people an indefinite period to repent and to demonstrate their repentance by performing good deeds, Jesus has no need of baptism as a symbolic substitute for repentance. 

Now we are able to draw together our results: provided that Jesus can be distinguished from the Baptist by virtue of his coming to terms with the phenomenon of delay, we can perhaps find the clue to the interconnection between his prophetic eschatology and sapiential ethic which is characteristic of him. His ethic formulates not only the conditions for admission to the new world of God, and is not only motivated by eschatological considerations. It is also based on the fact that God retains this old world. Therefore creation, as it is currently experienced, can become a motive for ethical behaviour. This becomes especially obvious in the commandment to love one’s enemy. The mere fact that God still makes his sun rise on good and evil alike, and sends the rain on the honest and dishonest, is a sign of his kindness. The continuing existence of the world becomes a motivation for us to act in an ethical way because this continuing existence is a sign that God has postponed his wrathful judgement for the sake of humankind. This is the great sign that has its model in the prophecy of Jonah which did not come true. 

To sum up: There are two advantages in relating Jesus' eschatology and ethics to his experience of delay:

(1)  Regarding Jesus research, it follows the eschatological interpretation to a great extent, but it admits that the non-eschatological interpretation is also right to some extent. Jesus is more than a millenarian prophet who waited for all things to be drastically changed. He came to terms with the fact that these expectations were not met and he discovered creation and his contemporary world with new intensity. He had a contextually bound individuality among those who expected the imminent end in his time. This picture corresponds to our criterion of contextual plausibility. Jesus shares the eschatological expectations of his age, but his distinct characteristics make him identifiable among his contemporaries. 

(2)  Looking at the continuing history of Christianity, it is understandable why there has never been a great crisis because of the non-appearance of the parousia. From the start, the first Christians entertained a type of eschatological expectation that enabled them to cope with any delay. The picture of Jesus’ eschatology we have outlined therefore fulfils the demands of the criterion of effective plausibility, especially if the criterion of coherence, as we see it, is considered as an important subcriterion.

These two aspects permit us to show why this reconstruction is preferable to A. Schweitzer’s celebrated theory about the delay of the parousia, which was basically generated by the non-fulfilment of Jesus’ prediction when he sent out his disciples (Mt 10:23). The disciples returned from their mission – but the kingdom of God had not yet arrived. According to Schweitzer, this led Jesus to the insight that he himself, through his suffering, must cause the tribulations of the end-time to come. In this reconstruction, Jesus’ predictions of his suffering can be located as words with which the historical Jesus prepares his disciples for the imminent end. Only a few scholars have followed Schweitzer in this reconstruction of Jesus’ awareness that he was the Messiah and must suffer, and that when he went up to Jerusalem, it was with the intention of compelling the kingdom of God to arrive by means of his own suffering. This hypothesis seems too speculative, and excessively dependent on one single logion which has been transmitted only in the special Matthean material; and it is perfectly possible to imagine a Sitz-im-Leben after Easter for this logion.


Our interpretation is based on a variety of traditions which display a juxtaposition of the immediate expectation of the end and reflection on the fact that the end has not yet come. A false prediction like Mt 10:23, if it is in fact authentic, can easily be integrated into the process of Jesus’ reflection on the fact that, as yet, the end has not come. But our hypothesis does not depend on the interpretation of one single logion, since it is built on a number of coherent traditions. As we have shown, it succeeds in establishing a plausible relationship between the sapiential and eschatological traditions as a whole; in the Jewish context, it is comprehensible; and it can be plausibly located within the tradition of earliest Christianity. None of this, of course, guarantees its correctness – but all these factors are nevertheless necessary presuppositions for its correctness.

� N. Perrin, Was lehrte Jesus wirklich? Rekonstruktion und Deutung, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1972, 32-42; engl.**:


� M. Dibelius, Jesus, Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 21947, 22. We should note that Dibelius, unlike most of his contemporaries, and in radical antithesis to the omnipresent attempts in the period of Nazism to detach the teaching of Jesus as much as possible from the Judaism of his own age, never tries to ensure the authenticity of logia of Jesus by means of their dissimilarity to Judaism: “Paul himself, and a fortiori the church after him, already employed other forms of expression and a new conceptual world; when we find nothing, or only very little, of all this in the tradition of the logia of Jesus, this argues in favour of a relative originality of the transmission. It is indeed possible on occasion that other, similar logia, above all drawn from the sapiential adages of Judaism, have been attached to the genuine words of Jesus; but these changed nothing in its essential contents. One can speak of inauthentic logia only where it is permissible to assume the presence of situations, conditions, or questions which are clearly later, and are relevant to the church in its early years.”





� M. Dibelius was particularly aware of this. Cf. the principle quoted above: “In general, the historian ought to look …”


� Cf. S.E. Porter’s criticism of the criterion of coherence: “At worst, one is left with disagreements regarding the extents of determining legitimate coherence, since in the largest sense, one could argue, everything in the Gospel accounts already coheres at least enough to render a plausible narrative” (82). The first point we must make here is that of course “disagreements regarding the extents of legitimate coherence” are to be expected; their existence does not of itself constitute an argument against the criterion. The main reasons for such disagreements are the openness of the individual traditions to a variety of interpretations, and our limited knowledge of the historical context.


	Naturally, the transmitters of the oral tradition and the evangelists created a picture of Jesus, of his historial period, his life, and his teaching which was coherent for their specific group of readers. Sometimes, the changes they made to the tradition certainly allow us to see how they removed what they considered incoherent, and how they increased the coherence. Modern research into Jesus looks behind the multiplicity of images of Jesus which are transmitted in a manner consistent to the narratives in both small and large contexts, in the hope of finding an historically plausible, coherent image of Jesus as an historical figure.





� Becker, 13-15.**





