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PREFACE

Itis a commonplace in gospel studies before attempting to interpret a biblical
text to wonder about its genre. According to Mark, the text that he has pro-
duced is a ‘gospel’. What is that? Is it a genre? Or is that simply a mis-
understanding of the Greek, which posits that the content of this report is
‘good’, even ‘good news’, but makes no other claim? We are immediately
thrust into a narrative, a story which is set in a historical time and place, with
a few markers to indicate that some of it, at least, is supposed actually to have
happened. It centers around the actions of a person, Jesus of Nazareth, and
the story tells hearers and readers what he did and what happened to him
during a period at the end of his life. He came to a violent end, most of all in
Mark’s version of the story, and if the first line of the story didn’t have the
word gvavyeAlov in it, we would perhaps be forgiven for wondering what
was good about this news. Is this history? Is it fiction? Is it biography? Is it
myth? How does one go about distinguishing among these things? And what
difference does it make?

Paul put it forcefully to the Corinthians (1 Cor. 15.14, 17): If the resurrec-
tion didn’t really happen, then their faith is in vain, futile. They will them-
selves perish. Christianity puts all of its eggs in this basket, an Easter basket.
What ‘really’ happened, the ‘historical truth’ of the story, undergirds Christian
faith. Hundreds of years after the events narrated in the gospels, Christian
missionaries went out to tell this story to people who had never heard it
before. These missionaries, if anyone had asked, would probably have said
that the events in the story were ‘true’; the people in the stories actually lived,
and the events actually happened. It was a ‘historical’ account, one whose
truth they were willing to trust with their lives. But what of their hearers?
How did they understand it? With different cultural concepts of what is ‘real’
or ‘true’ or ‘historical’, they were faced with a story that seemed similar in
some respects to their own stories of the divine, but one which claimed to be
better, more ‘true’, because it ‘really’ happened. Sometimes the missionaries
were successful, as in St Augustine’s conversion of the English; sometimes
they were not. Two thousand years after the events, we continue to debate the
question. Our tools are more sophisticated, our discussions perhaps more
rational and learned. But Christian faith is based on the certainty that the
stories about Jesus contain a core of historical truth, and so it is imperative to
distinguish historical facts from fiction, to extract the ‘historical Jesus’ from
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the narratives about him. If we cannot, the cathedral will crumble. Indeed,
many would say it already has.

In the three hundred years since the beginning of the Enlightenment in
Western Europe, theologians have sought to use rational methods to discrimi-
nate between the facts and fictions of the stories of Jesus. Two (or three, or
even more) ‘quests’ have come and gone, and today we seem to be reaching
an end of the latest one. The first quest began and ended with radical skepti-
cism; the New Quest with the hope that faith and history might be disengaged,
that the individual believer’s understanding and response were enough to fill
the gap in faith left by the historical horrors of two world wars. The third
quest comes now, in the past twenty-five years or so, a period marked by
another skepticism, this time the loss of confidence in the very idea of ‘truth’
or ‘reason’. The ‘bare ruined choirs’! are filled with the ghosts of modernists
and their certainties, while the living find even their own subjectivity riddled
with postmodern doubts. How can ‘I’ have faith in something or someone if
my sense of self is an illusion? I can close myself in with others who are
willing, for the space of a time, to pretend. Within this cloistered space, some
things can be real and true, at least for a while.

It is within one such cloistered space that some have undertaken a new
quest of the historical Jesus.? The energy, the enthusiasm, the sense of making
progress, of succeeding, is palpable. New documents, discovered in the desert
at Qumran, promise to answer old questions. Old criteria of ‘authenticity’
are dusted off, given a fresh coat of varnish, a new lease on life. Literary
approaches from English departments, and models from sociology and anthro-
pology, even from history, have been borrowed and embraced. The results
have been fed into a massive publishing machine, always hungry for some-
thing new, and in a short space of time, hundreds of articles and books have
found their way into libraries and homes. The lecture circuit is hot, and home
computers allow still others access to discussion on a world wide scale. Tele-
vision and film have been enlisted to reach even more consumers. Historical
Jesus study, once a cottage industry, has hit the big time.

All of this because of that story about Jesus. The skeptical reader might
well wonder what’s going on here. What made Jesus the publishing success
story of the nineties, and even into the new Millennium? Whose interests does
it serve? What itch does it scratch? Answering that question will require a
different way into the game, a back entrance for employees only, where the
mechanism is exposed. If history is an illusion, an effect of language, we must
get behind the scenes to see how the magic is done. Accordingly, I want to
look into the mechanics of history: the matters of plot and character, the

1. Shakespeare’s metaphor, read literally and used metonymically (Sonnet 73).
2. See John P. Meier’s version of the cloister, in the fictional basement of Harvard
Divinity School (1991: 1-2).
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poetics of narrative, and the philosophical and theological engines that drive
the machines. Only then will the broader questions of theology and ethics
begin to find answers, historical answers, but answers based in contemporary
times.

This book began as a doctoral thesis, started at the Toronto School of
Theology and finished at the University of Sheffield. The history of its devel-
opment is best plotted as a comedy, an ironic one. What the ideological impli-
cations of either the story of its writing or its content might be are for others
to say. But looking back, there are many people to thank, only a few of whom
can be mentioned here. At Toronto, Andrew T. Lincoln was the first to hear
the idea and to encourage me to explore the possibilities; friends and col-
leagues there shared my enthusiasm and supported me with good humor. At
Sheffield, the Biblical Studies Dept. was a heady place to be and an exciting
place to work. I am grateful to the staff there, especially Stephen D. Moore
and R. Barry Matlock, who saw the thesis through to completion. A study
leave granted by the Bristol District of the Methodist Church in the UK has
allowed me the time finally to prepare the manuscript for publication; special
thanks are due to them and to the Chair, A. Ward Jones. Recently Arch-
deacon David Gunn-Johnson suggested that I should submit the manuscript
for publication, echoing the advice given to me nearly two decades ago by
Richard B. Hays at Yale Divinity School as I began my doctoral studies: pub-
lish everything; the value of the work is in sharing it with others. I have tried
to do that. Thanks to you all.  am delighted to have worked through this long
process with the excellent editorial staff at Sheffield Phoenix Press, especially
Ailsa Parkin, and special thanks go to J. Cheryl Exum for her initial support,
Stanley E. Porter for his enthusiasm for the project, and particularly to David
J.A. Clines for his encouragement and patient editorial work on the manu-
script. Finally, it is family and close friends who make it possible for any of us
to do the research and writing that an academic book requires, and my thanks
go to all of you, but especially to Pam and John Jarvis for their love and sup-
port throughout.
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INTRODUCTION

This book began with an observation and a question. The observation was
made by a number of biblical scholars interested in Historical Jesus research:
very little of this work is done by women. That observation seems to be cor-
rect.! The question, simply, was why is that? Does this sort of work hold no
interest for female—not to say, feminist of either gender—biblical scholars?
For that matter, there is only a limited group of male scholars who do it. Who
are they, and why are they doing it? Political and ethical questions then
quickly arise: whose interests does this work serve, and what are those inter-
ests? How might we know?

It has been suggested that the text of the New Testament is a window on
the past, a more or less transparent view into the first century; and thatitis a
mirror into which we peer and in which we see our own reflections. These
two metaphors mask a problem with historical analysis: the window into the
past is not transparent, and what is seen through the glass is overlaid with the
contemporary context and the personality of the historian, so that the angle of
vision affects the view of the past. This problem is sharply posed in studies of
the historical Jesus. Since the end of the eighteenth century, biblical scholars
have worked to create ever more sophisticated methods of literary and his-
torical analysis, attempting to use these methods to draw accurate and authen-
tic portraits of the historical Jesus. Two centuries of ‘quests’ have produced a
variety of results, but no consensus has been reached as to the conclusions.
Nevertheless, the study has continued, particularly in the past twenty-five
years, beginning with the creation of two working professional groups, the
Historical Jesus Section of the Society of Biblical Literature in 1983 (which
began as a Consultation in 1981), and the independent Jesus Seminar in 1985.
Since then, the literature has proliferated at a surprising rate, and so much

1. Until the publication of Paula Fredriksen’s book in 1999, no book-length historical
Jesus portrait by a female scholar had been available. Bibliographies of the main contri-
butors to the contemporary quest indicate that male scholars rarely cite work by women,
biblical scholars or other; those cited more than once, and those with whom the male schol-
ars considered here have entered into critical conversation include W. Cotter, M. Douglas,
J. Massynbaerde Ford, P. Fredriksen, M. Hooker, A. Jaubert, B. Levick, A.J. Levine,
E. Linnemann, E. Pagels, P. Perkins, T. Rajak, J. Schaberg, E. Schiissler Fiorenza, and
B. Thiering. With perhaps the exception of Fredriksen, none of these scholars would con-
sider historical Jesus questions her primary research interest.
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new work has been undertaken that some scholars speak of a ‘third quest’, and
differentiate it from other work, characterized as the ‘new New Quest’, among
other terms.? John Dominic Crossan, a former co-chair of the Jesus Seminar,
is one of the leaders of this quest, along with John P. Meier, Richard A.
Horsley, Burton L. Mack, E. P. Sanders, Marcus J. Borg, Ben Witherington,
III, Dale Allison, and Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza (who would not include
herself in this company), to name only a few. Among European scholars
working in English, N.T. Wright, Geza Vermes, and Sean Freyne are the
most prominent.’ At the height of the latest research frenzy, not only articles
in scholarly journals, but monographs for the academic reader and populariz-
ing books for the general public were appearing almost monthly.* This social
phenomenon is curious, and it invites critical scrutiny.

The recent work on Jesus has been accompanied by a new methodological
concern. Biblical scholars have begun to examine their own biases and probe
their methods, providing a ‘meta-critical’ backdrop for their analytical and
reconstructive work. Ironically, however, they typically find it difficult to see
how the results of their scholarship are informed by this self-scrutiny. Theo-
logical self-awareness and acknowledgement of one’s own social situation

2. Although there has been a good deal of scholarly discussion concerning the term and
whether indeed the work of the last two decades constitutes a ‘new’ quest or a continu-
ation of one of the ‘old’ quests. Clive Marsh (1997) traces a variety of quests, using a New
Historicist approach, a result echoed by S.E. Porter who sees ‘a multi-faceted quest...with
various modifications and adjustments in approach’ (2000: 56). The terms ‘third quest’
and ‘new New Quest’ mask important differences and ideological implications, as we will
see. See also Fowl 1989, Wright 1992, and Telford 1994, for detailed discussions.

3. N.T. Wright coined the term ‘third quest’, defining it narrowly and opening a polemi-
cized debate over categorization (see Neill and Wright 1988 [1964]: 379-403; Wright 1996:
28-124, and Crossan 1998: 44, who comments that he is ‘unable to decide whether
[Wright’s] cartography is amusing impertinence or annoying arrogance’). This study is
concerned broadly with any work with an interest in the historical Jesus, whatever the
approach or results, undertaken in roughly the past twenty-five years. This work is almost
all in English, and much of it is North American; Continental scholarship on the historical
Jesus during this period has largely ignored this quest, an issue to which I will return. See,
for example, Gnilka 1990, about which Telford comments, ‘Gnilka’s book, a holistic treat-
ment from a well-respected moderate within the German historical-critical establishment,
is disappointing, in one respect, in that it fails to take account of developments in the
eighties (especially in North American scholarship) and hence witnesses to the sad gulf
that exists between Continental and North American scholarship’ (1994: 41). Theissen and
Merz (1998) include a brief life of Jesus at the end of their ‘guide’; the book is primarily a
textbook and its bibliography is limited.

4. Bibliographical resources are also numerous. For publications since 1980, see
Kiimmel 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991; Evans 1989b; Hollenbach 1989; Borg 1991, 1994a,
1994b; Chilton and Evans, 1994 (especially the survey by Telford 1994: 33-74) and
Witherington 1995.
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are not all that is needed. What is missing remains to be explored. Elisabeth
Schiissler Fiorenza comments that scholars generally provide ‘litanies that
ritually list biographical information without analyzing their function in the
discourses of domination’, and she calls for critical self-reflection which
‘compels one to acknowledge the significance of power relations for produc-
ing knowledge and truth, which are always situated and perspectival’ (2000b:
23).

A thorough analysis of the major research has not been attempted for the
contemporary quest, although scholars began in the mid nineties to produce
critical summaries of the different portraits; some well known examples
include the work of Marcus J. Borg (1994a) and Ben Witherington, 111 (1995),
and more recently, David B. Gowler (2007).> Witherington, for instance,
classifies the recent portraits according to their results: for some, Jesus is an
‘itinerant cynic philosopher’,° for others, ‘a man of the spirit’,” an ‘eschato-
logical prophet’,® or a ‘prophet of social change’.” Witherington himself sees
Jesus as a ‘sage’,'® but he reserves his highest praise for those who under-
stand Jesus as a messianic figure.!! It is immediately clear to the reader of the
portraits that there is little agreement, not only as to the interpretations but
also as to the methods and the appropriate sources; moreover, the critical stud-
ies of these portraits disagree on their evaluations. Such variety of opinion
indicates that a new approach would be welcome.'?

Historians interested in theory have argued for over thirty years that the
narrative form of historical writing has meaning, apart from its content. This
observation suggests a fruitful area of research. If there is difficulty reaching

5. Witherington, not surprisingly, evaluates the work of the Jesus Seminar scholars far
more negatively than does Borg, who is a Fellow. That difference is reflected, although in
a less pointed way than might be expected, in their portraits of Jesus. Book-length anno-
tated bibliographies treating third quest writers include Evans (1989) and Chilton and
Evans (1994). Historical Jesus portraits often include detailed critiques of other scholars as
a prelude to the writer’s own analysis; Wright (1996: 28-124) provides a lengthy example.

6. He discusses Crossan (1991b), along with Burton Mack (1988) and F. Gerald
Downing (1988).

7. Borg (1984, 1987) and Vermes (1983).

8. Particularly Sanders (1985).

9. Most importantly, Theissen (1987) and Horsley (1987).

10. See Witherington (1994), along with Schiissler Fiorenza (1995).

11. Meier (1991a, 1994); Wright (1992).

12. Graham Stanton notices the variety and then comments that ‘the more vigorously
the gospel traditions are sifted and weighed, and the more rigorously the Jewish and
Graeco-Roman world of the first century is explored, the clearer it becomes that Jesus of
Nazareth fits no formula. It is a mistake to try (as so many scholars have done) to portray
Jesus primarily as a prophet, or as a wisdom teacher, or as a healer’ (2001: 70). But if
classification seems to lead into a dead end, then there is no question that a different
approach is needed. See Vorster 1999 (1991).
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consensus on the methods and results of historical Jesus research, and if
critics are divided along polemical lines as to its purpose and value, perhaps a
‘metahistorical’ approach emphasizing literary and philosophical questions
rather than the historical content of the portraits will provide some insight
into the problem. So rather than reading these portraits as potential reposi-
tories of ‘facts’ about the ‘real’ Jesus, I propose to read them as literary struc-
tures in which the plot and the rhetorical figures preferred by the writers work
together to create meaning for the historical events represented in the narra-
tive. The purpose of this study is to analyze the narratives of historical Jesus
portraits, showing how the works encode meanings other than the mere expla-
nation of ‘what actually happened in the past’.!* It is not simply my conten-
tion that the contemporary concerns of the authors of historical narrative are
reflected in their work,'* but that the form of the narrative itself has a signifi-
cance which may reinforce (or indeed be at odds with) the stated and implied
purposes of the author.

Of course, there is no doubt that a literary taxonomy of the sort I am pro-
posing is helpful in understanding fictional narratives. But we are concerned
here with history. How is historical writing related to fiction? This is a fraught
question, to which we will return in detail. For the moment it is enough to
make a semiological distinction. Umberto Eco (1976, 1981), following Jurij
Lotman (1977), helpfully differentiates between ‘transmissive’ texts, which
provide information, and ‘productive’ texts, which create multiple meanings.
The various effects are functions of the writing and reading codes of the text.
As Anthony C. Thiselton observes, ‘If a straight match of shared code
between the author and the reader occurs, a clear-cut communicative or trans-
missive process of understanding may be set in motion’. One does not ordi-
narily look for multiple levels of meaning in a stop sign, for example. But,
Thiselton continues, questions arise ‘when two or more semiotic systems

13. “Wie es eigentlich gewesen’, Ranke’s famous phrase, from the preface to his
Histories of the Latin and Germanic Nations from 1494—1514. The context for the remark,
quoted in Stern (1973: 57), is ‘To history has been assigned the office of judging the past,
of instructing the present for the benefit of future ages. To such high offices this work does
not aspire: it wants only to show what actually happened’. R.J. Evans comments that a
better translation is “how it essentially was’, since what Ranke sought to do was not just to
collect facts but to try to understand the past as the people who lived in it understood it.
The past ought not, according to Ranke, to be judged by present standards (Evans, 1997:
17). See below, Chapter 1.

14. The observation invariably cited is from George Tyrell (1909: 49): “The Christ that
Harnack sees [in The Essence of Christianity], looking back through nineteen centuries of
Catholic darkness, is only the reflection of a liberal Protestant face, seen at the bottom of a
deep well’. For a similar view, see Schweitzer (1954: 4). It has become a truism in the
history of New Testament scholarship that Schweitzer’s book brought the first quest to an
end (Borg, 1994a: 4).
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operate simultaneously in the texts’ (1992: 582-83, italics his). Historical
Jesus texts, which like other transmissive texts provide information, are writ-
ten within a narrative frame, which is productive. It is therefore appropriate
to analyze them as productive, rather than strictly transmissive, texts. As we
shall see, theological positions, theories of language and interpretation, mat-
ters of intention and so forth (which may well be intentionally bracketed) are
incorporated into the account, smuggled in quasi-unconsciously, as it were
(by readers as well as writers). But if, from a semiological perspective, liter-
ary methods of analysis are appropriate tools for understanding historical
narratives, a question remains: which models?

Among theologians, Paul Ricoeur suggests a starting point. In order to
understand the actions of human persons in the past, that is, to understand
‘what happened’, it is necessary to place actions and events in context, as
parts of a meaningful whole (1978: 165). In historical writing, this under-
standing is mediated through the narrative; events are considered ‘historical’
to the extent that they contribute to the development of the plot (Ricoeur
1980: 171). Various plot structures suggest themselves to the historian before
any evaluation of the importance of single events; events become important
to the writer if they further one possible plot or another. This can be verified
by personal experience: we remember those events in our own lives which
can be understood as moments in a pattern that enables us to give meaning to
our existence. Understanding the plot structures that are available will help us
to see how the ‘facts’ of historical events can be given different meanings, or
can be included or excluded as ‘evidence’, depending on the historian’s pre-
understanding of ‘what really happened’, that is to say, the narrative context.

Having explored the responses of various contemporary historians and
philosophers of history to questions of method, facticity, and truth in histori-
cal writing, I will examine the forms of narrative in what Northrop Frye has
defined as ‘archetypal’ terms; ! these are the structures underlying and pre-
ceding all stories, whether fictional or not. Historical Jesus portraits, it will be
seen, can be classified according to these types, depending on the sort of
story the author thinks he or she is writing. The narrative structures function
grammatically, shaping the writer’s choices. We shall also see that these gen-
eric intertexts function whether or not the author is conscious of them. More-
over, the writers trope their stories in characteristic ways, and these preferences
are related both to the narratives they produce and to the ideological pre-
figuration of the historical field.

15. Frye 1968 [1957]. He distinguishes his own understanding of archetypes from the
psychological understanding of the unconscious in the work of C.G. Jung, although for
many critics the distinction is one with little difference. See Sugg (1992, especially 21-
37). For further discussion on the philosophical issues concerning archetypes in historical
understanding, see below, Chapter 2.
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Although some gospel studies involving generic archetypes have been
conducted, and some structuralist studies of the inter-relationship of action
and character have been produced,'® no similar study has been attempted for
historical Jesus narratives. Some of this kind of work has however been done
before in non-biblical historical contexts, most notably by Hayden White, in
his ground-breaking book Metahistory.'” Relying partially on the structural
categories developed by Northrop Frye, White has developed a critical
method for analyzing historical narrative in literary terms. It is his thesis that
the deep literary structures of these writings shape our understanding of
human actions in the past and communicate a content different from and com-
plementary to that provided by historical explanations in non-narrative forms.
Frye has been criticised for the reductive nature of his system, and White
agrees that it may be difficult to account for multi-layered literary works
where the richness of meaning is produced by the simultaneous use of more
than one type or mode. He comments, however, that since historians do not
ordinarily think in terms of fictional structures they tend to use more typical
patterns (1973: 8). Although his analysis is strictly formal, and he is dealing
with a very different kind of historical narrative, his method will inform my
work.

Having elaborated the critical framework for analyzing historical narra-
tives, I turn in the second part to a literary study of some representative third
quest historical Jesus portraits. The portraits of four representative writers:
J.P. Meier, N.T. Wright, E. Schiissler Fiorenza, and J.D. Crossan are studied
in depth. The analysis deals with the classification of the plots and modes of
action in these portraits, the rhetorical concepts which shape the prefiguration
of'the plot, the type of argument which emerges, and the theological and other
implications of the work. Certain patterns of meaning emerge that have little
or nothing to do with the explicit ‘results’ of the historical research; the liter-
ary structures, themselves generated by the various prefigurations of the his-
torical field, produce meanings which expand the range of possibilities
generated under transmissive writing and reading codes.

The role of the author in the text, what narratologists call the ‘implied
author’, must also be considered, no less so because the authors have pro-
vided personas for themselves. It is characteristic of these texts to describe
the actual author’s theology and social location, which results in a characteri-
zation of the implied author and a description of his or her cultural intertext.
This study will show that this self-examination ignores issues of narrative

16. See in particular Via (1967) and Patte (1976). The structuralist schemas of Greimas
have been influential in the historical Jesus work of N.T. Wright. See below, Chapter 4.

17. White (1973). His book analyses the writings of the nineteenth-century historians
Michelet, Ranke, Tocqueville, and Burckhardt, as well as the historical philosophy of
Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, and Croce. See below, Chapter 2.
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structure and attitudes about history, so that while the authors all acknowledge
in one way or another that they are writing historical narrative, none is con-
sciously aware of shaping the text by formal choices. Hence they are largely
unaware of the ideological implications of their poetics.

Postmodern historians, under the influence of Michel Foucault and Jacques
Derrida, have begun to explore the contexts in which historical narrative is
written. This work, which has only just begun to touch biblical studies, avoids
the formalism inherent in a purely New Critical approach. While it is not
unlike the historical critical effort to reconstruct the social milieu in which
the gospels were composed, my analysis focuses instead on the contemporary
cultural context of the biblical critics themselves. I want, then, to suggest
ways in which the narrative form functions ideologically within the authors’
cultural contexts.

This study will conclude with some final observations about the meaning
of the form in historical writing, returning to explore a subject suggested at
the beginning, the cultural context in which this work has been done. My
original questions will come up again, but this time with the possibility of
new answers. Why have these portraits been produced? What is the cultural
impetus for this work, and how does it both reinforce and subvert the domi-
nant culture and institutions? What, if anything, has gender to do with it?
Using the tools provided by culture criticism and gender theory in particular,
I will conclude with an exploration of the social implications of the contem-
porary quest of the historical Jesus.






Part I

METHODOLOGICAL MATTERS



INTRODUCTION TO PART |

Is the ‘historical’ Jesus an appropriate subject of inquiry for students of the
gospels? What sort of thing is a gospel? When one extracts ‘theology’ from
it, is ‘history’ what is left? What sorts of tools are needed for the operation?
Thirty-five years have passed since Graham Stanton first challenged the
modern consensus that the gospels are not biography.! In the same year, C.H.
Talbert published Literary Patterns, Theological Themes and the Genre of
Luke-Acts (1974), and shortly afterwards, his What Is a Gospel? The Genre
of the Canonical Gospels (1977) appeared.? The question still incites lively
debate. Willem S. Vorster, in an entry in the Anchor Bible Dictionary, distin-
guishes between ‘gospel’, a word used to describe a variety of early Christian
texts of different types, and ‘gospel genre’, a term reserved for discussions of
the literary form of the text. This distinction allows him to classify the canoni-
cal gospels as ‘narratives’, and to distinguish them from ‘gospels’ which are
not written in narrative form, particularly collections of sayings like the Gos-
pel of Thomas, but also other non-canonical ‘gospels’ (1992: 1078). The gos-
pel genre, according to Vorster, shares formal characteristics with other types
of'ancient writing which also use narrative structures. The most popular can-
didates for the generic analogue have been ancient histories, ancient biogra-
phies (especially the encomium), and ancient novels.?> Klaus Berger's

1. InJesus of Nazareth in New Testament Preaching (1974), arguing that the gospels
are ‘biographical’ rather than ‘biographies’ (1974: 135-36, 170). See also his more recent
The Gospels and Jesus, where he again argues that the gospel biographies should not be
considered biographies in the modern sense of the term (1989: 15-20). For other views,
see also Shuler (1982); and the proceedings from the 1982 Tiibingen Symposium, edited
by Peter Stuhlmacher (1983). Downing (1988) and Tolbert (1989) both question the form
critical position without agreeing to the biographical proposal; see Burridge (1992) for a
detailed survey.

2. Critiqued by David E. Aune, who describes Talbert as a ‘blindfolded man stagger-
ing across a minefield’ (1981: 17), a criticism echoed by Burridge, who finds it ‘unsatis-
factory on several grounds, especially in its handling of the classical material and its use of
literary theory’ (1992: 86). Burridge surveys the work on gospel genre critically, hoping to
disprove the hypothesis of biographical genre; he concludes however that ‘despite the poor
quality of many of the arguments for this hypothesis...the gospels are part of the genre of
ancient Biog literature’ (1992: 105-106). For a generally positive review of Burridge, with
some reservations, see Collins 1995.

3. The literature is ample. See particularly the extensive bibliography in Burridge 1992.
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exhaustive treatment of genre in the New Testament provides a summary of
the characteristics of ancient biography, many of which are exemplified in
the gospels; he concludes that the genre of the gospels is ancient biography,
which is in turn dependent on encomium.* To the extent that the encomium
narrates the life and ideas of a historical individual and shapes its story in
such a way as to create a rhetorical effect, it has a good deal in common with
the canonical gospels.

If, then, it is possible to speak of the canonical gospels as ancient narratives
about a historical individual, a formal analysis of their literary structure is an
appropriate critical activity. The recent history of biblical scholarship reflects
this interest. ‘Literary criticism’ in biblical studies, long mired in minute
examination of textual details, has joined the mainstream, although hardly in
the vanguard. ‘New Critical” studies have become common, although the New
Criticism has taken retirement after a long and respectable career in literature
departments. In historically oriented studies, on the other hand, biblical schol-
ars largely ignore the developments in historiography in this century. In bibli-
cal scholarship, the commonsense view is that history is an accurate written
account of events in the past, based on verifiable evidence. To a great extent,
the various quests of the ‘historical Jesus’ reflect this view. Scholars may
readily acknowledge that the canonical gospels are literary texts which can be
analyzed as such, on the one hand; and they may accept the idea that histories
are also literary texts, on the other. But the idea that ‘history’ and ‘truth’ can
only be grasped hermeneutically is not a comfortable notion for many. In his-
toriographical studies, more positivistic historians denigrate the ‘philosophers
of history’ who argue that ‘truth’ is always interpreted. Theologians and
believers have even more at stake in their faith in the objective and verifiable
truth of the historical foundations of Christianity.

The contemporary quest of the historical Jesus in biblical studies comes
after a long period of self-critical examination by historians. The tussle
between those who do history and those who think about it has not ended, as
we shall see, but the issues have become more clear. In a contemporary con-
text which doubts the possibility of objectivity, beleaguered positivists have
found themselves on shifting sand, while philosophers of history, who call
the scientific basis of the field into question, have begun to gain ground. As
the problem of historical truth becomes more complex, changes in attitudes
about texts and interpretation have raised further issues for historians. More
recently scholars have begun to explore the cultural contexts in which his-
torical narrative is written. The idea that not only does any writing reflect the
context in which it was produced, but that even expressions of opposition
reinforce the cultural institutions which they oppose is becoming more

4. Berger (1984); see Burridge's critique (1992: 98-99). Cf. L.C.A. Alexander (1998).
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common®, particularly among those contemporary historians and literary
critics influenced by postmodern theory.® New Historicist critics and decon-
structive historians, under the influence of the philosophical writings of
Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, are leaders in this kind of thinking,
which has only just begun to touch biblical studies.

I will begin, then, with a review of research in historiography, turning
afterwards to the work of Hayden White as a starting point for a new her-
meneutical model with which to understand and interpret the historical
accounts produced by writers in the third quest of the historical Jesus.

5. This dynamic can be seen particularly in the discussions of Jesus’ Jewishness; see
below, Conclusion.

6. A summary may be found in the introduction to H. Aram Veeser's collection, The
New Historicism (1989: xi).



Chapter 1

HISTORY AND THEORY

N.T. Wright defines the purpose of historical Jesus study as ‘the pursuit of
truth—historical truth’. The task before ‘the serious historian of Jesus’, he
continues, is ‘the advancement of serious historical hypotheses—that is, the
telling of large-scale narratives—about Jesus himself, and the examination of
the prima facie relevant data to see how they fit’. Wright’s ‘serious historian’
is presumably one who shares the aims of historical scholars generally and
who uses their methods, rather than the methods of historical critical biblical
scholarship, with its ‘pseudo-historical use of home-made “criteria”’ (1996:
87-88). His own practice, in contrast, involves advancing historical hypotheses
and then verifying the hypotheses by the use of factual data.! He begins, in
other words, by asking questions, and then proceeds by positing answers
which can be established by a process of cross checking against the available
data.? ‘Facts’ are inferred from the data at the end of the process.? In the

1. Wright’s ‘critical realism’ is not his own invention (nor does he claim it is); he
relies primarily on the work of Ben F. Meyer, whose Aims of Jesus (1979) contains what
Wright describes as ‘probably the finest statement on historical method by a practising
contemporary New Testament scholar’. See Denton (2004) for a detailed examination of
Meyer’s method, compared favourably with that of Crossan. The introduction to E.P.
Sanders’s Jesus and Judaism (1985) is another important source for Wright, ‘clear and
helpful, though not as philosophically grounded or nuanced as Meyer’ (1992: 98 n.32).
Telford includes Meyer in his category of ‘holistic’ approaches which challenge the ‘atom-
istic and diachronic approach of the traditio-critical methods’. Such approaches tend to be
synchronic and interdisciplinary, drawing on both literary and social-scientific methods.
Meyer and Sanders make the ‘ambitious claim that an overarching hypothesis regarding
the intentions of Jesus should be ventured and utilized to control the hitherto intractable
components of the tradition’. Telford includes Harvey (1982) (who suggests that ‘a check
could be made on the foreground data by means of the historical “constraints”” on Jesus)
and Freyne (1988) (whose ‘combined literary and sociological approach...seeks to do
justice to our texts as literary products but with “real-world” connections and concerns’);
and he is almost alone in citing Schiissler Fiorenza ‘with an interdisciplinary, socio-political
and feminist perspective on Jesus and his movement’ (Telford 1994: 69).

2. See Meyer (1979: 80, 276). Meyer himself relies on the work of the philosophical
theologian Bernard J.F. Lonergan, especially Insight: A Study of Human Understanding
(1958).
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tradition of the English philosopher and historian R.G. Collingwood, he is
concerned with getting inside the minds of historical agents and understand-
ing their intentions.* Thus history is not concerned with ‘mere facts’, but
‘attempts to plot, uncover, and understand from the inside the interplay of
human intentions and motivations present within a given field of initial
investigation’ (1992: 91).

John Dominic Crossan bridles at Wright’s pointed “use of the word “seri-
ous” to dismiss alternative positions’, including Crossan’s own (1997: 345).
If “serious’ history ends with the interpreted data Collingwood calls facts,
then historians who begin by selecting data according to certain ‘home-made’
criteria, in this case, the criteria of authenticity developed by form critics,
cannot be taken seriously. Crossan, in response, argues that Wright’s histori-
cal method produces ‘an elegant fundamentalism by taking a theology of the
synoptic tradition and calling it a life of the historical Jesus’ (1997: 351).
Because, according to Crossan, the synoptic gospels cannot be treated as inde-
pendent sources, the synthesis Wright proposes as his historical hypothesis
does not distinguish the ‘facts’ about Jesus from the ‘facts’ about the early
Church.’ If Crossan’s history is non-serious according to Wright, Wright’s is
non-critical according to Crossan. But beyond the name-calling, their dispute
has to do with divergent ideas of history.

Historical Jesus studies, and studies of the various quests, often attempt to
categorize various portraits according to strands in the tradition.® But while

3. Following Meyer’s discussion of R.G. Collingwood’s ‘new understanding of fact’:
“The unknown in history was “the inside” of the event, i.e., the thought or purpose which
charged it, making it an “action” and giving it meaning and direction. Event in this plenary
sense is “a historical fact”. “Facts”, therefore, emerge at the end of inquiry, as its conclu-
sion. They are inferred “according to rational principles” from data “discovered in the
light of these principles”. Therefore, “for the historian there is no difference between dis-
covering what happened and discovering why it happened”’ (1979: 87; cf. Collingwood
1961: 176-77).

4. Collingwood believed that the work of the historian was to create historical knowl-
edge by re-enacting the thought of the past: °...the historian must re-enact the past in his
ownmind’ (1961: 282). By bringing the thought of the past into the present, investigation
which led to historical knowledge was made possible. See van der Dussen 1981: 157.

5. Thus Wright’s method errs in slighting traditio-critical methods, in Crossan’s view;
while Crossan’s approach does not give adequate attention to holistic readings based on
literary-historical perspectives, in Wright’s view, although it is certainly what Telford
would characterize as ‘holistic’ in its use of social-scientific methods. All four authors
considered here use a mixture of ‘traditio-critical’ and ‘holistic’ methods, in varying pro-
portions. Wright and Schiissler Fiorenza are more ‘holistic’ than Meier, who is the most
‘traditio-critical’ of the four; Crossan attempts to integrate the approaches in his three
levels of interpretation. See Telford 1994: 69.

6. Wright characterizes two of them as the ‘Schweitzerstrasse’ and the ‘Wredebahn’
and places most of the recent historical Jesus scholars on one or the other. On his map, so
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many writers are careful to describe their own methodological choices, they
seldom place themselves in a strictly historiographical context: biblical schol-
ars compare themselves, largely, with other biblical scholars. While the phi-
lological roots of historical critical methods are evident in both disciplines, in
the twentieth century historiography has developed in ways quite different
from biblical studies. Occasionally a biblical scholar will register some dis-
comfort with arguments that seem to confuse apples and oranges,” but it is
more likely to be the result of a conflict between theological and historical-
critical interpretation. Consequently, it might be helpful to begin by explor-
ing how historians who are not biblical scholars have thought and written
about history, in order to place historical Jesus scholars in a wider histo-
riographical context.?

Michael Stanford identifies six elements in historical activity: the events of
the past; the evidence which ‘spans the gap in time between the events and
the historian’; the mental construction of the past reflected in the evidence;
the historical communication (book, article, or lecture) which is a product of
the mental construction; the historical beliefs of the public concerning the
events in the past; and historical actions which are the result of the cycle and
which form part of the historical events, the first step in another cycle (1986:
4-5). Some of these elements focus on the past, most connect the past with
the present, and one looks to the future. ‘Serious history’ includes all these
elements, and each raises questions which historians and philosophers of
history have struggled to answer. We are concerned here with several specific
issues: scientific history and method; knowing and telling in historiography;
historical language and questions of truth; and the appropriate structures for
communicating ideas about the past.

to speak, Third Quest Way is off the Schweitzerstrasse. In a recent overview which help-
fully distinguishes nine interlocking quests, Clive Marsh notes that Craig Evans (1995), in
contrast to Wright, defines the Third Quest by methodological choices rather than the
conclusions reached (1997: 405).

7. The phrase is one used by Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza in an awkward debate with
N.T. Wright and John P. Meier at a session of the Historical Jesus Section of the Society
of Biblical Literature in Philadelphia in 1995. Neither Wright nor Meier was able to
engage with her on the subject of her book, Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet,
which has little in common with the Quest as Wright and Meier understand it. See also
Marsh 1997: 417 for a similar description of the occasion.

8. This brief survey is not intended to treat the history of history in the past two
centuries in detail; my purpose is to sketch the development of ideas which are related to
contemporary historical Jesus study. In addition to the works cited in the text, Gooch 1959
[1913] provides an overview of the history of history in the nineteenth century, while
Breisach 1994 is a comprehensive introduction. Iggers 1985 is particularly useful for the
early twentieth century.
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1. A Brief History of History

The medieval and early modern idea that things happened because God
willed them yielded in the eighteenth century to the Enlightenment notion
that human motives and actions could account for historical events. ‘History’,
writes Richard J. Evans, ‘was “philosophy teaching by example”; human
nature was universal, unchanging and unhistorical’ (1997: 16).° But the
abstract certainties supremely summarized poetically in Alexander Pope’s
Essay on Man in the early eighteenth century and echoed more prosaically by
the Scottish philosopher David Hume'® were shattered half a century later by
the political upheavals of two revolutions and ongoing wars in Europe, in
which social chaos born of passion was seen to triumph over order and
reason.!! Things changed: indeed human beings changed, and some explana-
tion was needed. Because the idea that events could be explained by their
origins was widely held by historians, the record of the past might provide a
basis not only for understanding the institutions and society of the present,
but also for re-establishing stability. Also, because the State was regarded as
the chief agent of change, political history, rather than social or aesthetic
history, became the primary area of interest (Stern 1973: 19).12

Historians set out to explain the events of the past, convinced that histori-
cal research, like research in the natural sciences, could yield objective knowl-
edge. The enthusiasm generated by the progress in scientific research led
historians to hope for similar results. What Evans characterizes as a ‘change
in direction’ (1997: 16) was led by the German historian Leopold von Ranke,
who lived and worked throughout almost the entire nineteenth century.’’ A

9. Historiography, in the sense of critical study and use of documentary sources, had
its earlier roots in the Italian Renaissance, beginning with Petrarch, who wanted to estab-
lish the best versions of newly rediscovered ancient texts. Religious controversies begin-
ning in the Renaissance also stimulated interest in historical questions in the modern sense.
A good general survey for the early period is Hay 1977. See also J.M. Levine 1991.

10. ...there is a great uniformity among the actions of men, in all nations and ages,
and...human nature remains the same in its principles and operations’ (Hume 1972: 83).

11. The French Revolution and the Napoleonic era mark the beginning of modern his-
toriography. For the transition, see C. Crossley 1993; and for the nineteenth century,
Gooch 1959 [1913]. For the cultural background leading up to the history of modern
history, see Bermingham and Brewer 1995.

12. A view recently reiterated by Evans: the ‘emerging historical profession was domi-
nated by the view that the historian’s task lay principally in the study of the origins and
developments of states and their relations with one another’ (1997: 26-27).

13. The first of the modern historians, Ranke was born in Germany in 1795, during the
Reign of Terror following the French Revolution; he lived, working and writing prolifi-
cally, until 1886. His determination to limit himself to the use of documentary evidence in
his representations of the past is part of what Hayden White calls the ‘historiographical
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trained philologist, he was determined to apply the research methods of
philology to historical study. Methods developed in philology for establishing
primary sources, determining the authenticity and reliability of texts, and using
arguments based on internal and external consistency were applied to histori-
cal documents. Over the course of the nineteenth century, the study of primary
sources became indispensable; the French historian Fustel de Coulanges, in
his inaugural lecture at Strasbourg in 1862, described his own conversion in
these terms: ‘I then resolved to have no other teachers on Greece than the
Greeks, nor on Rome than Romans, and I boldly resolved to read the ancient
authors...” (Stern 1973: 185). The painstaking study of primary sources was
not merely a means to an end: it had become a heroic virtue.

Source criticism provided one of the warrants for considering modern his-
torical study a ‘scientific’ pursuit. The legendary Ranke, whose goal was to
understand the essential nature of the past through the critical study of sources,
taught his colleagues what Stern has characterized as ‘an overwhelming pas-
sion for truth, embodied in the critical method’. Using the inductive method
developed in the natural sciences, the historian, eschewing personal concerns,
was supposed to provide neutral, uninterpreted reconstructions of the past,
which would enable the discovery of patterns in past events and laws of his-
torical change. The work of the historian became (and remains, as Evans
points out) the ‘basic Rankean spadework’ of the discovery and careful exami-
nation of documents contemporaneous with the events described, enquiry into
the intentions of the writers and the circumstances in which they were writ-
ten, and comparison with other related documents (1997: 19). Theological or
philosophical reflections ‘judging the past’ and ‘instructing the present for
the benefit of future ages’” were not Ranke’s goals; rather he sought to show
‘what actually happened’ (Stern 1973: 57).

‘What actually happened’ was available in the scientific analysis of histori-
cal sources. As Evans points out, ‘The understanding of science which these
claims implied was rigorously inductive. Out there, in the documents, lay the
facts, waiting to be discovered by historians, just as the stars shone out there
in the heavens, waiting to be discovered by astronomers; all the historian had
to do was apply the proper scientific method, eliminate his own personality
from the investigation, and the facts would come to light. The object of
research was thus “to fill in the gaps” in knowledge...’ (1997: 20-21). Indeed,
the French historians Langlois and Seignobos were even confident that the task
could be completed: ‘In the case of some ancient periods, for which documents
are rare, we can now see that in a generation or two it will be time to stop’.!4

profession’s credo of orthodoxy’ (1973: 163); Evans recounts that he became a historian
when he realized that Sir Walter Scott’s historical novel Quentin Durwood contained
historical errors (Evans 1997: 16).

14. Quoted in Evans 1997: 21; for other similar remarks, see also Novick 1988: 37-39.
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But new texts, new techniques, and new questions opened up new areas of
interest, and by the end of the century, the idea that all facts could be known
had begun to appear distinctly implausible (Evans 1997: 22).

At the same time, while advances in the sciences led historians to hope that
their field might progress in the same way, given appropriate critical methods,
the first cracks in the edifice of scientific history appeared. To the extent that
history was concerned with collecting data about past events, it could be seen,
to a certain extent, as a scientific enterprise. But it soon became clear that the
reconstruction of the past in what Ranke called its ‘interconnectedness’, with
the goal of discovering its ‘essence’, was not. Even in Germany, there was
doubt as to the possibility of history ever being neutral and value free (Evans
1997: 28).

Ranke himself, in the same breath that proposed his purpose was to show
what actually happened, continues, ‘The strict presentation of the facts, con-
tingent and unattractive though they may be, is undoubtedly the supreme law.
After this, it seems to me, comes the exposition of the unity and progress of
events’. This “unity and progress’ he later characterized as ‘a universal view
of'events, ...a knowledge of the objectively existing relatedness’ (Stern 1973:
57-58). Frederick Jackson Turner, the early twentieth-century historian of the
American West, saw the problem: ‘Each age tries to form its own conception
of the past’, he wrote, but °...this does not mean the real events of a given
age change; it means that our comprehension of these facts changes’. Thus
while Turner found it possible to affirm the unity and continuity of history, at
the same time he understood the role of the historian in creating a narrative of
the past which addresses present concerns. The unity and continuity do not
exist objectively in the narrative, as Ranke had supposed; historians bring
their own abilities and limitations to the task of narrating the past, and ‘.. .each
man is conditioned by the age in which he lives and must perforce write with
limitations and prepossessions...” (Stern 1973: 201-202).

Echoing these ideas, the English historian G.M. Trevelyan, writing in
1903, discerned ‘three distinct functions of history, that we may call the
scientific, the imaginative or speculative, and the literary’ (Stern 1973: 239).
Questions of fact and evidence are included in the scientific function. The
‘imaginative’ function, ‘when [the historian] plays with the facts that he has
gathered, selects and classifies them, and makes his guesses and generalisa-
tions’ is for Trevelyan the most important part of the historian’s work.'> It is

15. In contrast to the opinion of Dr Johnson, who is recorded by Boswell in 1763:
‘Great abilities (said he) are not requisite for an Historian; for in historical composition,
all the greatest powers of the human mind are quiescent. He has facts ready to his hand; so
there is no exercise of invention. Imagination is not required in any high degree; only
about as much as is used in the lower kinds of poetry. Some penetration, accuracy and
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done best by the historian who, ‘having discovered and weighed all the
important evidence obtainable, has the largest grasp of intellect, the warmest
human sympathy, the highest imaginative powers’ (Stern 1973: 231-32).
After the interpretive work comes the literary task: ‘the exposition of the
results of science and imagination in a form that will attract and educate our
fellow-countrymen’ (Stern 1973: 239). By distinguishing these three func-
tions, Trevelyan provided a temporary solution. Fact (which could be scien-
tific and objective) was differentiated from interpretation (which was artistic
and subjective). The facts still lay out there in the sources like rough dia-
monds which could be found by anyone with adequate training; but the pol-
ishing and cutting of the stones and the fashioning of the necklace depended
on the skill and artistic sense of the jeweller.

In Germany, Neo-Kantian philosophers, particularly Wilhelm Dilthey,
attempted to develop a methodology for the human sciences which contrasted
with that of the natural sciences. Unlike the natural sciences which sought to
explain phenomena in terms of abstract laws, social science sought a means
intuitively to “‘understand’ human actions in their cultural contexts, although
how this was to be done remained unclear. Dilthey understood historical
understanding as an intuitive act of empathy.

But the turn of the century brought overwhelming change. Darwinian theo-
ries of change and development, along with Marxist ideas about the operation
of historical laws, had challenged received ideas about human beings and
human society. In intellectual disciplines, the new science of psychology
opened up new understandings of human motives and actions; and in physics,
Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity called traditional understandings of
objective truth into question. In Europe, the social order and stability of the
late nineteenth century was shattered by political developments which led to
both the Russian Revolution and the First World War. Historians rushed to
defend their own governments and to inculpate others; Stern comments that
they were propagandists who ‘often led the chorus of national hatreds’ (1973:
20). With hindsight, positions on all sides were clearly seen to be biased, and
as Evans notes, ‘The rigorous scientific training which [historians] had under-
gone seemed to have had no effect at all in inculcating a properly neutral and
“objective” attitude to the recent past...” (1997: 28). The support of German
historians for the war eroded the admiration of English, French, and Ameri-
can historians for their academic attainments; as Trevelyan later noted, not
only Germany, but also ‘German “scientific history”’ was defeated in the war
(Evans 1997: 28).

colouring will fit a man for the task, if he can give the application which is necessary’
(Boswell 1791: Vol. I, 424 [6 July 1763]).
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At the same time, other historians began to look for new ways to do
history. The loss of faith in scientific history, along with speculation among
philosophers of history about the application of the theory of relativity in
historical research, led to skepticism about the possibility of objective knowl-
edge about the past. Benedetto Croce in Italy and especially R.G. Colling-
wood in England argued that the present concerns of historians influenced, if
they did not determine, the historians’ choices. From Herbert Butterfield’s
warning early in the 1930s that ‘The study of the past with one eye, so to
speak, upon the present is the source of all sins and sophistries in history”’ to
John Dewey’s declaration ‘All history is necessarily written from the stand-
point of the present’ less than a decade had passed. No longer could his-
torians observe and collect facts that they then interpreted: ‘the very act of
observing and collecting them was itself governed by the historian’s a priori
beliefs about the past’ (Evans 1997: 30-31).1¢

In England between the wars, in addition to the ideas about scientific and
objective history, a second strand developed, following the thought of the
philosopher R.G. Collingwood. The historian, Collingwood argued, created
historical knowledge by bringing the thoughts of past agents into the present:
‘...the historian must re-enact the past in his own mind’ (1961: 282).
Collingwood’s perspective focused the attention of historians on the personal
motivations of individuals, inferred from the evidence. The historian began
with an intuitive sense of events and persons in the past, expressed in a his-
torical hypothesis which he then verified with evidence. To the extent that the
evidence could be used in the construction of a coherent narrative of the past
which enabled an understanding of the motivations of the human agents
involved, it became ‘fact’. In biblical studies, this model has been champi-
oned by N.T. Wright, who stands firmly in the Collingwoodian tradition, as
he himself acknowledges. This is, for him, ‘serious history’, but it is only one
strand in the tradition of academic (or ‘proper’) history.

While Collingwood’s model opened up new areas of historical investiga-
tion, it was limited in its ability to account for historical data regarding social
groups and for events in which intention plays little or no part. It was in
France, particularly, where a broadly based history of society, examining
historical trends and themes, took hold. The French historians associated with
the Annales d’histoire économique et sociale, first published in 1929, influ-
enced historical scholarship in France over the course of the entire twentieth
century.'” Unlike their English- and German-speaking colleagues, who saw
history progressing diachronically through one-dimensional time, the Annales
historians stressed the relativity and multi-layeredness of time. Modern

16. Cf. Dray 1989: 164-89.
17. See P. Burke 1991 and Stoianovich 1976 for general histories; for a biography of
Marc Bloch, Fink 1989.
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French historiography, with its close ties to geography, economics, and anthro-
pology, reflects the concepts and methods of Lucien Febvre and Marc Bloch,
the founders of the school. To their interest in German social history, they
added cultural geography, and from social anthropology drawing on the work
of Emile Durkheim, the importance of norms, customs, and religion. Their
interdisciplinary approach led them to integrate the traditional disciplines into
the ‘sciences of man’ (Iggers 1997: 53-54)'8 including the traditional triad of
economics, sociology, and anthropology, but also linguistics, semiotics, lit-
erature and the arts, and psychoanalysis. But it is important to notice that
the description and analysis of the past ‘as it actually was’, while taking
into account a broad range of factors, remained the goal of social history. The
influence of the Annales historians, especially in the multi-disciplinary
approach, has been felt in biblical studies generally, and historical Jesus work
specifically, where archaeology, anthropology, sociology, and economics
have been necessary additions to the historians’ tools. Semiotic analysis and
the view that time is multi-dimensional are more controversial, as we will see,
although work of Fernand Braudel, particularly his massive study of Medi-
terranean culture (1949), has left its mark on J.D. Crossan’s method par-
ticularly.

In the 1960s and 70s, especially with the availability of the computer,
history in France was caught up in the fascination with quantification, which
also marked the American historical scene. ‘Total history’ began with statistics
of all sorts and attempted a new history of consciousness, analyzing trends in
thought based on mass demographic data.!” More recently, as skepticism
regarding the value of statistical analysis and interest in the problems of
language have grown, the ‘history of everyday life’ attempts to reconstruct
the most intimate and personal details of ordinary individuals. As a result,
history has begun to pay attention to those on the margins; for the first time in
modern historiography, the lives of women, ethnic minorities, and the poor
have become of interest to historians. In New Testament studies generally,
much work on the social world of the first century reflects this interest in
everyday life from a sociological perspective; those scholars who are inter-
ested in recovering the ‘lost’ voices of the past have found the subjects and
methods of the history of everyday life to be congenial.

The German historical establishment, centered in the conservative struc-
tures of the university, was deeply marked by the political events of the first

18. ‘Sciences de I’homme’, reflecting both their interdisciplinary vision and masculinist
bias. The Annales historians, for all their innovation, continue in the tradition of scientific
history, grounded in an analytical philosophy of history, which leaves little space for
multiple voices from the margins.

19. Le Roy Ladurie’s work on the peasants of Languedoc, a ‘history without people’,
is perhaps the most ambitious of these studies. See Carrard 1992 for an overview.
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half of the twentieth century. It was not until the rise to prominence of the
‘Bielefeld School’, a group of social historians loosely connected to the Uni-
versity of Bielefeld, that German historiography began to regain the promi-
nence it had had in the nineteenth century. Led by Hans Ulrich Wehler, these
historians approach the study of society with the assumption that research
should result in social change. Influenced by the critical theory of Max
Horkheimer and Jiirgen Habermas,? these historians believe that they have
an ethical responsibility to contribute to the organization of a reasonable and
humane society where all individuals can live in dignity with the freedom to
shape their own destinies (Iggers 1997: 69-72). This social scientific history
with its roots in ethical thinking emphasizes hermeneutical approaches to
research.

F.R. Ankersmit, in writing of the ‘dilemma’ of contemporary Anglo-Saxon
philosophy of history, traces ‘two alternative standpoints’ or ‘two tracks’ in
philosophy of history, and suggests that these two different forms of thinking
about history are not only opposed to each other but have little in common
(1986: 1). This distinction, which will be helpful in understanding the differ-
ences in historical Jesus interpretation, is related, according to Ankersmit, to
the difference between the °...German (or Continental) hermeneutical tradi-
tion from Schleiermacher to Gadamer or Derrida—and beyond—and Anglo-
Saxon hermeneutics from Collingwood on. The former has as its paradigm
the interpretation of texts (preferably biblical, juridical, or literary) and the
latter the explanation of intentional human action... German or continental
hermeneutics has deeply influenced today’s literary criticism, and via literary
criticism has recently found its way into the narrativist tradition within
Anglo-Saxon philosophy of history’ (1986: 6-7).

2. Knowing the Truth: Modernist History

Modernist philosophy of history, rejecting German historicism and specula-
tive philosophies of history, grew out of the attempt to discover the nature of
the epistemological criteria for historical knowledge. Ankersmit marks the
beginning of Anglo-Saxon philosophy of history with the publication in 1938
of M. Mandelbaum’s The Problem of Historical Knowledge,?' although he
acknowledges that R.G. Collingwood had been doing ‘a great deal of work in
the field since the 1920s’ (1986: 2). While Ankersmit recognizes two strands in
the tradition, he sums up the similarities in a series of points, of which two are
useful here. The first is that modernist philosophies of history are concerned

20. See Thiselton 1992: 379-92.
21. Making an exception for F.H. Bradley’s The Presuppositions of Critical History
(1874).
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with historical explanation, with connecting the dots on a piece of white
paper; they disagree that the task of the historian is primarily interpretive,
discovering a pattern in the dots. They focus on details rather than on the
larger picture.?? The second is the assumption that historians ‘can and should
in all cases distinguish clearly among three levels: (1) the past itself, (2) the
historical language we use for speaking about the past, and (3) the level of
philosophical reflection concerned with how historians arrive at their conclu-
sions and how these conclusions can be formally justified’ (1986: 13). Post-
modernist philosophies may blur the last two categories, muddling history
and metahistory. But more troublesome for modernist hermeneutics is the
blurring of the first two, resulting in the difficulty in knowing whether our
concepts and descriptions of the past are indeed part of the past or intellectual
constructs which we bring to it. In biblical studies, this discussion is part of
the debate over reader-response theories of interpretation, which are con-
cerned with locating the meaning of the text either in the text or in the reader.
The extreme versions of this theory strip all meaning from the text and vest
the readers with complete power to make meaning.?

Modernist philosophy of history undergirds much of the historical analysis
of the twentieth century, and its presuppositions are common in historical
Jesus work. The importance of establishing facts, for example, clearly marks
historical critical inquiry in biblical studies. Much work has centered on dis-
tinguishing the facts about the life of Jesus from the narrative history of the
evangelists, on undoing the gospels in a sense. Doing this has required wide-
ranging inquiries into first-century history, archeology, sociology, philosophy,
and theology, along with painstaking analysis of the texts available. Once the
texts have yielded up the facts, in this case the words that Jesus is certain to
have spoken and the deeds that he is certain to have done, a portrait of the
man can be assembled, one that is historical, factual, and true. Out of these
fragments, which for modernist historians seem to represent the past itself,
the truth about his life and death can be told.

As we have seen, by the mid-twentieth century the scientific nature of his-
torical study had been seriously challenged by relativists arguing that

22. A distinction I have found useful for workers in the historical field, although [ have
no idea where it comes from, is between ‘mushroom pickers’ and ‘parachutists’. Interest-
ingly, Ankersmit speculates that perhaps Collingwood’s training as an archeologist ‘goes a
long way to explain his preoccupation with the problem of why people did, made, or
thought certain things in the past; and it is undoubtedly true that his re-enactment theory is
well suited to the problem of how to study the artefacts from a remote past which has left
no written tradition” (1986: 11).

23. See Fish, Is There a Text in this Class?: The Authority of Interpretive Communities
(1980). The answer Fish gives to this question is ‘there is and there isn’that’ (1980: vii).
See Moore 1989 for an analysis of the ‘theoretical challenge’ to biblical studies which
Fish and other literary critics present, along with a comprehensive bibliography.
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objective truth was unattainable. C. Behan McCullagh describes this attack
on the truth of history as ‘arguments from cultural relativism, which point out
that historians’ descriptions of the world are largely determined by the con-
cepts and language of the culture in which they live, and so cannot be
regarded as simply representing the world as it was’ (1998: 13). McCullagh
holds what he calls ‘a “correlation” theory of truth...[which] says that a
description of the world is true if there is something in the world which
resembles one of the conventional truth conditions of the description’ (1998:
17). He recognizes three possible problems: our senses provide information,
but do not mirror reality precisely; they are influenced by our culture; and
they are influenced by our needs, interests, and desires. Nonetheless, he
argues that truth in description is possible: according to him, language does
refer to something outside itself and can be tested by our sense perceptions or
experience and judged true or false. Colloquially speaking, if you had been
there, you could have perceived it; in this sense, we can say that description
is true (1998: 39).2¢ Thus, while description is not culturally neutral, it is pos-
sible to make truth claims based on evidence. To the extent that the evidence
is adequate, a very real constraint for ancient history, and that the historian
does not ignore data which conflict with his or her interpretation, a historical
description may be said to be true.?

So, if truth in description is possible, despite the cultural constraints and
personal biases that affect us all, a second critique comes into play. This is ‘a
critique of historical inferences which historians draw from evidence avail-
able to them, showing that they rely upon historians’ personal epistemic
values, and that even when the inferences are widely accepted their conclu-
sions are not necessarily true’ (1998: 13). Our knowledge of the past, he
observes, depends upon ‘our procedures of inquiry and standards of infer-
ence’ (1998: 32). The procedures in historical Jesus study, for example,
continue to rely on the commonly accepted ‘criteria of authenticity’ by which
historians decide whether their data provide evidence for the time of Jesus
himself or for the time when the documents were composed.? Thus, to take
one example, data which are present in more than one independent strand of
the tradition, which are attested in multiple sources, are thought more likely

24. This ultimately leads him to conclude that cultural relativism is compatible with
historical truth (1998: 171). A simple example may help: The fact that I am a white,
middle-class, professional woman and that as a result of my cultural experiences and
assumptions I notice certain things about gender differences does not mean that these
things are not true. They may be true. My description of them, on the other hand, may or
may not be fair.

25. But McCullagh recognizes that the ‘belief in the truth of our best explanations is
indeed an act of faith’ (1998: 28).

26. The literature is substantial: see below Chapter 3 for some indications.
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to be authentic than those which appear in only one strand. On this basis,
which is widely accepted as a useful criterion, many scholars agree that the
beatitudes, at least in part, come from Jesus. That is to say, many scholars
agree that multiple attestation is a logical basis on which to draw a conclu-
sion, on the one hand; and the conclusion that they draw is widely held on the
other. But, say those who critique the method, it is not necessarily true. We
may all agree in error. So, even when there is a consensus about the method
and general agreement about the conclusion, it still may be false. And if there
is inadequate data, it may not be possible to adjudicate the claims. None-
theless, McCullagh would hold that events occurred in the past, whether or
not the evidence or our methods enable us to verify it. And ‘the fact that our
knowledge is fallible is not a reason for saying that none of it can be true’
(1998: 44).

3. Telling the Truth in your Own Words

A third critique of truth in history, and a more difficult problem for philoso-
phers of history, comes from postmodernists ‘who say that such descriptions
pretend to describe the world but really only represent people’s concepts of
the past, concepts which are essentially linguistic and which have no particu-
lar relation to reality’ (McCullagh 1998: 13). As a realist, McCullagh takes
the position that language refers to extra-textual reality?’, taking issue with
Roland Barthes’s argument in ‘The Discourse of History’ (1986 [1967]).
Barthes, arguing that the structure of historical discourse, apart from any
appeal to the substance of the content, ‘is essentially an ideological elabora-
tion’, goes on to comment that the notion of historical ‘fact’ has often been
problematical. ‘Once language intervenes (and when does it not intervene?),
a fact can be defined only tautologically: the noted issues from the notable,
but the notable is...only what is worthy of memory, i.e., worthy to be noted’.
Thus, Barthes concludes, the paradox of historical discourse is that ‘the fact
never has any but a linguistic existence (as the term of discourse), yet every-
thing happens as if this linguistic existence were merely a pure and simple
“copy” of another existence, situated in an extra-structural field, the “real.”
This discourse is doubtless the only one in which the referent is addressed as
external to the discourse, though without its ever being possible to reach it
outside this discourse’ (1986: 138). So what distinguishes historical discourse
for Barthes is that the referent is detached from the discourse and is supposed
to ground it; and in a second move, the signified is merged with the referent.
The referent, then, ‘enters into direct relation with the signifier, and the

27. Following Leon Goldstein (1976: xxi): ‘the distinction between facts and the
description of facts...does not exist’.
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discourse, meant only to express the real, believes it elides the fundamental
term of imaginary structures, which is the signified’ (1986: 138-39). This
two-term semiotic system characterizes any discourse with ‘realistic’ claims,
where ‘the “real” is never anything but an unformulated signified, sheltered
behind the apparent omnipotence of the referent. This situation defines what
we might call the reality effect’ (1986: 139, all italics his). Like the meaning
of the photograph, in comparison with a drawing, the meaning of this effect
is to signify that the event represented has really taken place, while at the
same time refusing to recognize the real as a signified. But just as both the
photograph and the drawing are interpretive representations, so too is histori-
cal discourse. In terms of semiotic significance, history bears the same rela-
tionship to historical fiction as the photograph does to the drawing: history is
how it really is supposed to have been, while fiction is only the way it has
been imagined.?®

But if, as Barthes argues, there is no extra-textual reality, there is no way
to distinguish between history and historical fiction. Both narrate events in
‘the past’. A common tactic is to argue for a distinction based on authorial
intent: if the writer intends truthfully to relate events which actually happened,
he or she is writing history. This presupposes that while there is extra-textual
reality, we do not have unmediated access to it. The referent remains a sign
pointing to the real but in no way identical to it. Historical data refer to ‘the
past’, a linguistic construction, rather than to the past, which is inaccessible.
By convention, ‘the past’ is supposed to be a representation of past extra-
textual reality. Can it then be true?

In order to maintain his realist view, McCullagh defines the referent of
historical discourse as reality as we would perceive it, as distinguished from
the real. It is possible to make accurate and truthful statements about this his-
torical reality: ‘historians should say that [their well-supported conclusions]
are probably true, relative to the available evidence and to their culture at the
time’ (1998: 43). Historical discourse, then, can refer truthfully and accu-
rately to a subjectively constituted past reality, which retains a significant
relation to the real. He denies the arguments which hold that the truth of

28. See W. Martin 1986: 72-73 for a discussion of the difference between historical and
fictional narratives. He argues that the conventions of narrative are not constraints, but
rather create the possibility of narration for both the historian and the novelist. According
to Louis Mink (1978), ‘at present we have no standards or even suggestions for deter-
mining how the connections between events in fictional narratives might differ from those
in history’ (Martin 1986: 73). Hayden White argues that the conventions of narrative deter-
mine whether or not an event will be considered a fact, a perspective which Mink describes:
‘Instead of the belief that there is a single story embracing the ensemble of human events,
we believe that there are many stories, not only different stories about different events but
even different stories about the same events’ (1978: 140).
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historical description is a matter of coherence rather than correlation. To call
an explanation true ‘is not to say that it is well supported by the evidence’,
but rather that it is about something that really happened in the past (1998:
47); it is justified by arguments based on evidence. From a logical perspec-
tive, as Rorty argues, since we have no idea of nature other than our knowl-
edge of it, is makes no sense to say that our descriptions are true or false. We
have no way of making a comparison, so logically there is no truthful descrip-
tion of the real. But, says McCullagh, this is a logical, not an evidential
concern. Conclusions reached by arguments based on evidence can be said to
be true or false, despite our inability to verify them absolutely by comparison
with some extratextual reality, and the ethical cost of dropping the notion of
truth entirely is too high. A correlation theory of truth does not require an
unobtainable objectivity or completeness, and ‘it retains an essential intuition
that there can be a significant relationship between our beliefs and the world
outside us, a relationship worth discovering so that we can act more effec-
tively in the world’ (1998: 50).

To argue, as Barthes does, that there is an arbitrary relation between the
signifier and the signified, a slippery relation between the signified and the
referent, and no necessary relation between either the signified or the referent
and the real, puts historical discourse into a linguistic abyss. McCullagh
resists this move for ethical reasons: to give up description entirely because
objectivity is unattainable would be ‘seriously irresponsible’ (1998: 42), pre-
sumably because it leaves us without philosophical justification for our
choice of moral action. Using the de Man debate,? Evans warns in a similar
vein that ‘total relativism provides no objective criteria by which fascist or
racist views of history can be falsified’ (1997: 239). Postmodern relativism is
culturally conditioned; in the United States it has accompanied multicultural-
ism, which Evans defines as ‘the idea that different, disadvantaged cultural
groups in society have equally valid perspectives on historical truth, and that
these must be asserted in order to empower these groups in the face of the
dominant concept of historical truth held by the ruling white male élite’
(1997: 232).30 1t is, clearly, a two-edged sword, for if relativism enables the

29. A major academic scandal erupted in 1987 when it was revealed that Paul de Man,
the respected Yale critic who was one of the eminent proponents of deconstructionism,
had written for pro-Nazi publications during the War, but hidden his activities after he
escaped to America. An entire issue of the journal Critical Inquiry (15.4), published in the
summer of 1989, was devoted to the painful discussion.

30. Echoing the argument made earlier in Telling the Truth about History, where Joyce
Appleby, Lynn Hunt, and Margaret Jacob argue that skepticism and relativism about truth
result from the ‘insistent democratization of American society’ (1994: 3): “The opening of
higher education to nearly all who seek it, the rewriting of American history from a
variety of cultural perspectives, and the dethroning of science as the source and model for
all that is true are interrelated phenomena’. European society, although marked by other
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revaluation of the marginal or subordinate, it simultaneously undercuts the
philosophical grounds for action in opposition.

Cultural relativism and postmodern critiques of language and reality call
into question naive claims about the truth of historical description. And
although the past ‘as it was in itself” is unknowable, there are reasons to be
confident that our perceptions can provide truthful information about the past.
Evans opines that ‘even the most diehard deconstructionist concedes in prac-
tice that there is extratextual reality’, and while that may be questionable,
historical Jesus scholars are rarely ‘diehard deconstructionists’. That being
the case, he concludes, ‘Through the sources we use, and the methods with
which we handle them, we can, if we are very careful and thorough, approach
a reconstruction of past reality that may be partial and provisional, and
certainly will not be objective, but is nevertheless true’ (1997: 249).

4. Structuring the Past

In his On History and Philosophers of History, William H. Dray argues that
history is essentially causal; it responds to the questions ‘“What happened?’
and ‘Why did it happen?’ with description and explanation. Its method is
narrative, unlike the social scientific method which involves exemplifying or
testing general theory (1989: 123). Indeed, as Arthur C. Danto points out, the
causal question itself generates narrative. So, if historical Jesus portraits
attempt to answer causal questions like “What caused Jesus’ death?’ and ‘Why
did the early Church develop as it did?’, it is not surprising that the form of
explanation should be narrative, analyzing events in temporal sequence and
seeking connections. They may include other non-narrative data, which Danto
calls ‘narratively inert information’ (1965: 251), but to the extent that it
focuses on describing events and explaining their causes, history is neces-
sarily structured as narrative.’! Analytical philosophers of history, particularly
those who look for laws of historical change, are dissatisfied with narrative
structures as explanations, partly because of the unpredictability of events in
the world and partly also because of the unintended effects of intentional
action: you never know what will happen next, and when you do something,
you can never be sure that the results will be what you intended. History does

factors as well, has also seen the universalization of higher education, the development of
multiculturalism, and the growth of skepticism about scientific truth.

31. When historians present ‘narratively inert information’, it is often in the interest of
generating or testing historical ‘laws’ with a predictive value. While historians may use
such laws to predict events in the future, in the interest of avoiding repeating certain kinds
of events and encouraging the reoccurrence of others, experience has shown that history
does not repeat itself, and the ‘laws’ of historical development have not been as helpful as
might be hoped.
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not necessarily proceed in a logically connected manner. Contingencies
happen. What happened next does not always depend on what happened first,
and events may not be deducible from their antecedents (1965: 131).32

While in this sense the contingent is unintelligible, this does not mean that
it is unacceptable in historical narrative. An event which is contingent, which
could not be predicted from its antecedents, may nonetheless be a necessary
condition of a subsequent event; or it may be part of the narrative logic,
providing continuity with the past even if it is not causal. Biblical miracles,
for example, are by definition contingent events; but if subsequent events are
inexplicable without the miracle, then it has a place in the historical narrative.
But to have a place in historical narrative is not to claim that the event took
place as it is described. Thus the Resurrection may be taken as the pivotal
event which preceded the rise of the early Church after Jesus’ death, pro-
viding continuity without necessarily arguing cause. Commentators who hold
the view that history proceeds in a logically continuous and connected man-
ner will argue that the early Church is inexplicable without this event, that it
is a necessary condition of what followed. To make sense of the past is to
find and trace these connections. Because we have confidence in the factual
existence of the early Church, we can posit that the miraculous is historical.
That is to say, something unpredictable and inexplicable happened histori-
cally, without which it is difficult to make sense of subsequent events. The
event functions historically, marking the temporal place of contingency; the
actual content of the event, however, is not thereby proved. For the historian
who does not hold a disjunctive view of history, the miraculous need not be
omitted from historical accounts if it is logically necessary to the narrative
and if the event under description functions merely as a counter, not as
evidence.

If history is necessarily narrative, to what extent is the narrative structure
part of the events in the past? Is historical narrative made or found? It is
helpful to recognize that although the historian creates structures for his or
her history, events in the past provide certain structural limitations as well.??
Michael Stanford has helpfully categorized six types of structures in histori-
cal writing, grouped under two headings, ‘inherent’ and ‘imposed’. Of the
first group, those limitations imposed by the logic of the universe, the quali-
ties of the human organism, and the structures of ‘the world’, he writes, ‘All
these types, though often relating to humanity, seem to lie beyond the human
will. They confront us’ (1986: 108). These are the givens, in other words, of
all human experience, and the historian who ignores these structural con-
straints will no longer be perceived to be writing history.>* Entropy and the

32. See Gallie, in Dray 1989: 124-26.
33. What A.E. Harvey in his work on Jesus calls the ‘constraints of history’ (1982).
34. Ignoring human temporal limitations by traveling to the past, for example, changes
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value of pi, for example, seem to be part of the mathematical structures of the
universe, while the use of language and the experience of ageing and death are
universal structures of the human. The chemical elements and the molecular
constitution of matter are typical structures of ‘the world’. Although advances
in science have enabled human beings to refine their understanding of these
structures, they are inherent in human experience.

Inherent structures function as limits to historical discourse; that is, his-
torians are required to take the inherent structural constraints of reality into
consideration in historical reasoning. As Namier aptly observed, our histori-
cal sense is ‘an intuitive understanding of how things do not happen’ (Stern
1973: 30). People walk; they do not fly. A historical narrative which presents
reality differently may be understood as historical fiction; it will not be
understood as historical fact. Equally, people who die remain dead. A histori-
cal narrative which argues otherwise will be questionable on the grounds of
structural constraints. But as we have seen, such an event may be used to pro-
vide a logical connection between events as part of a historical explanation.

Stanford then explores the ‘imposed’ structures, those things which ‘are
not within the universe but are imposed upon it by the human mind. Although
they may be unavoidable, they are also suspect’ (1986: 109, italics his).
These are socially and politically constructed structures, generalizations and
patterns of meaning by which the historian recognizes the data which consti-
tute evidence and shapes the evidence into a coherent and plausible historical
narrative. As Evans points out, we know that ‘we will be guided in selecting
materials for the stories we tell, and in the way we put these materials together
and interpret them, by literary models, by social science theories, by moral
and political beliefs, by an aesthetic sense, even by our own unconscious
assumptions and desires. It is an illusion to believe otherwise’ (1997: 249-
50). These structures are open to disagreement, and it is on this level that
discussions about the social construction of reality take place, and where
challenges to the accepted order of things may happen. While the inherent
structures are usually implicit presuppositions which operate at the level of
metaphysical conceptions, imposed structures, at least in a late modern or
postmodern age, are less likely to be uncritically accepted, or to ‘go without
saying’. Those things that go without saying, we might say, often go better
when we say them, and better still when we argue about them. Thus imposed
structures are part of the content of the presuppositions which scholars attempt
to make explicit in their work.

Having made this distinction, it is worth now wondering at what level the
‘facts’ which constitute historical evidence exist. In historical Jesus research,

history into historical fiction (its most realistic mode) or science fiction (in its fantastical
mode). We read these narratives according to different conventions. Cf. Lentricchial980.
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how are facts recognized? What data seem to require the abrogation of the
laws of the universe? The miraculous seems to pose difficulties here, as we
have seen. But beyond that question, most historical enquiry assumes agree-
ment on these matters, roughly based on a shared experience of scientific
structures of reality. The effects of a solar eclipse on the Earth’s atmosphere
do not vary according to the social contexts of the scientists measuring them.
The questions asked and the means devised for the measurement, on the other
hand, may indeed differ. So it is with historical research: the social context of
the historian may indeed cause him or her to ask one question of the data and
not another, and the types of reasoning to which the data are subjected in
analysis may also differ depending on the various contexts of the historians
interested in the subject. In historical Jesus research, to choose only the most
obvious example, the gender of the historian may well lead some historians
to ask entirely different questions, and to think differently about what consti-
tutes facts and what makes evidence. And so, not surprisingly, the problems of
historical evidence appear in those areas of enquiry where the structures are
imposed rather than inherent. It is at this level that the question of subjectivity
arises, and at this level where the disputes begin. But not where they end.

Facts are not the only items under dispute. Facts have, at least, the claim to
a certain objectivity: if history is at all scientific, it is at the level of the
historical fact that this claim is most easily substantiated. Jesus, we know,
was born in a certain time and a certain place. That time and that place are
facts, whether we know them or not. One historian might argue that his or her
decision regarding these facts is true, and another might disagree, but it is
nevertheless the case that there is only one correct answer. But the use of
these facts in a historical narrative is another matter entirely. A historian
interested in political events in first-century Palestine would find Matthew’s
gospel a better source than Luke’s; conversely, a social historian attempting to
understand the class system at that time might find Luke provides more useful
data. The facts which constitute the evidence for one historical explanation or
another vary according to the question asked of the data, and the same fact
might be used differently in the two analyses, and if they are not contra-
dictory, we would have no difficulty saying that both are historically accurate
and true. That is to say, as Evans points out, ‘In the end, it simply is not the
case that two historical arguments which contradict one another are equally
valid, that there is no means of deciding between them as history because
they are necessarily based on different political and historical philosophies. It
is one thing to say that different historians use the same sources to ask differ-
ent questions, quite another to say that they use them for the same question
and come up with diametrically opposed answers’ (1997: 220).

In the case of historical Jesus studies, however, it seems to be the case that
the same questions are being answered in contradictory ways, and argument
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rages over what the facts are, which sources provide the best evidence, which
facts correctly constitute the evidence for an argument, and which argument
best explains the data. No one disagrees that historical explanation must be
based on facts if it is to be convincing, and that historical facts must bear a
correlation to past reality. That is to say, historical Jesus study takes place
within a largely modernist philosophical context, although some scholars have
heard the postmodern siren’s song. On the other hand, the sources and methods
are contested, and despite the care and thoroughness of the scholars, conflic-
ting interpretations of the data compound the problem. But if, as postmodern
philosophers of history argue, history is a language game, a literary analysis
of historical narratives may enable us better to understand the choices of the
writers in shaping their accounts, and thus perhaps to limit the number of
areas of disagreement.



Chapter 2

ELEMENTS OF HISTORIOGRAPHY

1. Hayden White’s Metahistory

Hayden White begins his study of ‘the historical imagination in nineteenth-
century Europe’ with a desire to find a new perspective for thinking about the
past and doing history. While for the past two hundred years, as we have
seen, historians and philosophers of history have debated what it means to
think historically and what methods of inquiry are specific to the study of the
past, in the late twentieth century these questions have become fraught with
difficulty. The attitude toward history that I have called postmodern lacks the
modernist certainty that definitive answers are possible, and indeed thinkers
in both the Continental European and Anglo-American traditions have chal-
lenged the scientific bases of all historical reconstruction.! As White charac-
terizes it, “The effect of these two lines of inquiry has been to create the
impression that the historical consciousness of which Western man has prided
himself since the beginning of the nineteenth century may be little more than
a theoretical basis for the ideological position from which Western civiliza-
tion views its relationship not only to cultures and civilizations preceding it
but also to those contemporary with it in time and contiguous with it in
space’.? He concludes, ‘In short, it is possible to view historical conscious-
ness as a specifically Western prejudice by which the presumed superiority of
modern, industrial society can be retroactively substantiated’(1973: 2-3).
With this critique as his starting point, White proposes an ‘analysis of the
deep structure of the historical imagination’ in order ‘to provide a new per-
spective on the current debate over the nature and function of historical
knowledge’. In one of the most often quoted passages of his book, he states
his intention to ‘consider the historical work as what it most manifestly is—
that is to say, a verbal structure in the form of a narrative prose discourse that

1. See White 1966 for a discussion of the grounds for these positions. Among recent
contributors, see particularly Lévi-Strauss 1966 and Foucault 1969, 1971.

2. For examples of the range of thinking, see Dray 1966; for a summary of the posi-
tions, Mink 1968.
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purports to be a model, or icon, of past structures and processes in the interest
of explaining what they were by representing them’ (1972: 2-3, italics his).?

Because White defines the discourse of history in poetic terms, historians
have felt uneasy about his ideas; as Jorn Riisen points out, ‘They felt con-
signed to the uncomfortable and ambiguous vicinity of poetry and robbed of
their hard-earned dignity as scholars of a highly rationalized, methodologi-
cally confirmed discipline’ (1987: 87). White takes scant interest in ‘whether
a given historian’s work is a better, or more correct, account of a specific set
of events or segment of the historical process than some other historian’s
account of them’ (1973: 3-4). He is concerned with the historian’s vision of
the historical field, rather than with the data used. His model, then, seems
ideally suited to the analysis of historical Jesus narratives, where despite the
competence of the historians, the data and their interpretation remain highly
contested. For White, historical narrative creates the past, and functions as a
metaphor for it; whatever happened in the past is always linguistically medi-
ated, and can only be represented, never mirrored. Texts can only mirror other
texts. Thus he focuses on the deep structures of historical writing, particularly
what he calls the modes of emplotment, argument, and ideological implica-
tion (1987: 5).

The ‘unprocessed historical record’ is arranged in forms White calls
‘chronicle’ and ‘story’, the ‘primitive elements’ in the historical account.*
The chronicle is a temporal arrangement of events, which is transformed into
story by various motifs which make logical connections between events and
provide beginnings and at least provisional endings for the series of events
described. Like the writer of fictional accounts, the historian tells a story.
While it is sometimes asserted that the novelist invents stories and the his-
torian finds them, the selection and arrangement of events include a good
deal of invention, even if actual events in the past are part of the unprocessed
historical record. In arranging events, the historian, like the novelist, addresses
questions of process, causality, and significance: how did it happen? What

3. Heis aware that he has wandered into a literary critical minefield, as an extensive
footnote shows, but unlike critics who explore the historical components of realistic art,
White is concerned with the artistic elements of realistic historiography. In this he is influ-
enced by Auerbach 1968 and Gombrich 1960; but he relies particularly on Frye 1968 and
K. Burke 1984 [1959]. See Kellner 1980, 1982; and Kramer 1989.

4. The chronicle takes the form of a list, beginning when the chronicler starts and end-
ing when he or she stops, organizing the historical field by temporal seriality. White com-
ments concerning pre-Enlightenment annalists that ultimately annals provide data from
which historical narrative might be written, but they are not historical narrative. In the
study of early Christianity, lists remain an under-examined topic, as Jonathan Smith has
noticed (1982: 44); J.D. Crossan further explores the topic of lists of sayings and miracles
as sources for early Christian history in his response to Semeia 55 (1991a).
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caused it? What were the effects? What happened next? How did it come out
in the end? And finally, what is the point of it all? Although the historical data
bear some relationship to the actual events in the past, which exist outside the
consciousness of the writer, even the simplest narrativization involves the
inclusion of some events and the exclusion of others, and the highlighting of
some and the downplaying of others, activities which move the historical
account out of the realm of the transmissive language of chronicle into that of
the productive language of story.® The narrative produces meaning, and in
White’s terms, ‘Providing the “meaning” of a story by identifying the kind of
story that has been told is called explanation by emplotment’ (1973: 7, italics
his).

2. Structures and Truth

Perhaps the most useful place to begin an analysis of plot structure is with
Northrop Frye’s third essay in Anatomy of Criticism, ‘ Archetypal Criticism:
Theory of Myths’ (1968: 131-239). Frye’s book, first published in 1957,
came during the twilight years of the New Criticism in English studies.® In its
attempt to analyze the deep structures of literary language, it presages the
structuralist studies in both linguistics and literature that shortly followed it.”

5. For White’s account, which I have followed here, see 1973: 6-7.

6. See particularly Kreiger 1956, Kermode 1957, and Brooks and Wimsatt 1957, all of
which understand the New Criticism to have reached an end point in literary historical
terms. In After the New Criticism, Frank Lentricchia writes, ‘By about 1957 the moribund
condition of the New Criticism and the literary needs it left unfulfilled placed us in a
critical void’ and ‘the emerging force of Frye’s reputation, together with a series of theo-
retical events favorable to the partisans of myth and symbolic forms, made the time propi-
tious for the appearance of a major theoretical treatise which would somehow move us
beyond the New Criticism and its isolating habits of mind’ (1980: 4).

7. Paul Ricoeur argues strongly that Frye’s work ‘does not belong to the same system
of thought that governs the narrative theory of the French school of structuralism. I see in
the latter an attempt to reconstruct, to simulate at a higher level of rationality, what is
already understood on a lower level of narrative understanding, the level brought to light
for the first time by Aristotle in his Poetics. This attempted reconstruction has the same
ambitions and arises out of the same second-order rationality that we see at work in the
domain of historiography; its best illustration is provided by nomological models of histori-
cal explanation’ (1983: 1). So Frye’s description of the narrative patterns of literature oper-
ates at a different epistemological level than does, for example, N.T. Wright’s Greimassian
analysis of the structure of the parable of the Prodigal (see below, Chapter 4). To use Louis
Mink’s terms, the ‘configurational act’ by which we ‘grasp together’ the various elements
of historical research into a plot is what makes the narrative intelligible; ‘it is this syn-
thesis of the heterogenous in the configurational act that we understand as meaningful’.
Frye’s typologies, then, are ‘grafted to this first order of intelligibility, without any recourse
to the structuralists’ narratological rationality, which begins by setting aside on principle
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For all its limitations, it marked a watershed in literary criticism, and Frye’s
encyclopedic command of Western literature is rarely rivalled. It is an inte-
grative, systematic, wide-ranging exploration of what the study of literature
is about, a critical ‘metanarrative’® of the sort we have learned to distrust a
generation later. Beyond English departments, it has influenced thinkers in
the philosophy of history, and it provided Hayden White with the forms for
his analyses of emplotment.® For simple forms, and perhaps for more for-
mulaic ‘popular’ literature, Frye’s system is convincing. But his ‘rage for
order’ resulted in a elaborate structure in which complex works sit uneasily
in the box seats provided for them. The limited terminology available for
naming and describing genre, form, and mode creates confusion, when one
term must do double or triple duty. This is the problem, for example, with
Romance, romance, and romantic, where the terms suggest both medieval
tales of knights and dragons and modern love stories. Other problems exist
with Satire, a term which does not connote all the theory would have it do,
and Comedy, which suggests humorous content.

White has taken Frye’s categories over for his own classification of nine-
teenth century history. The subjects of his analysis, however, are not easily
understood in these terms, and ultimately emplotment becomes less impor-
tant for him than other forms of explanation, although Ricoeur’s analysis of
the difference between narrative understanding and historical explanation
may suggest the philosophical reason why this is so. Moreover, it is not sur-
prising in that Frye’s literary universe is grounded ‘in a nonreferential dis-
course with no obligation to the real state of sublunary nature’ as Frank
Lentricchia puts it (1980: 24), while historical explanation is by definition
referential.'® But in the case of historical Jesus accounts, stories with a hero,

every chronological and therefore every narrative feature in its models of the deep gram-
mar of narration’ (Ricoeur 1983: 2).

8. Lyotard 1984.

9. Although history and literature, in the New Critical view, belong to different cate-
gories: a ‘literary’ analysis of historical writing of the sort White proposes breaks firmly
established boundary rules. As Kermode points out, a dualism runs through the whole of
the poetic tradition from Coleridge to Frye in the form of a distinction between poetic and
discursive language, a binary which privileges the poetic or symbolic. Kermode makes a
plea for the integration of poetic and ordinary language, a deconstruction of the binary
which would allow statement in poetry as a corrective to symbolist excesses; but at the
same time, by returning art from the aesthetic heights to what Clive Bell calls ‘the snug
foothills of warm humanity’ the ‘forbidden subjects of history, intention, and cultural
dynamics could be taken up once again’ (Lentricchia 1980: 6-7).

10. White is interested in a diachronic analysis of plot structures, in order to argue for
changes in the historical imagination during the course of the period. It might be possible
to analyze the First Quest, ending as Wright does with Schweitzer and Wrede, in terms of
the development of the historical imagination traced by White. Theoretically, over the
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as it were, Frye’s categories are useful for building an interpretive paradigm
for categorizing the various portraits. So for my purposes, looking at a form
of historical biography, I have renamed some of Frye’s categories in a way
that clarifies the distinction between plot structure and trope, and I have
redefined the ‘archetypal’ plot structures in order to look at plot in a way that
is both less rigidly formalistic and more politically aware.!! White’s herme-
neutical system, especially his understanding of plot and trope as constitutive
ofthe deep structure of historical discourse, provides a different way of under-
standing not only historical discourse in general, but contemporary historical
Jesus narratives in particular.

Within the structures of mythic imagery, Frye begins by identifying the
‘movement’ of the plot: “The downward movement is the tragic movement,
the wheel of fortune falling toward hamartia, and from hamartia to catastrophe.
The upward movement is the comic movement, from threatening complica-
tions to a happy ending and a general assumption of post-dated innocence in
which everyone lives happily ever after’. Having identified these narrative
movements, he classifies them in terms of the literary categories of the roman-
tic, the tragic, the comic, and the satiric. These are the structures underlying
all stories, whether fictional or not. They are, according to Frye, ‘narrative
categories of literature broader than, or logically prior to, the ordinary literary
genres’ (1968: 162).12 The literary critic who analyzes narrative in these terms
can achieve a certain objectivity, in Frye’s view, because of Frye’s belief that
these literary universals control all literary expression; the primary task of the
critic is to discern these structures and communicate them to others.'? Criti-
cism can be understood as a systematic endeavor because the deep structures,

period of the nineteenth century, the troping of historical thought moved from irony
through metaphor, synecdoche, metonymy and back to irony once more. In the context of
the quest of the historical Jesus, further work might usefully be done here. If this special-
ized area of history and theology followed the same historical pattern at about the same
time, it would serve to confirm White’s thesis.

11. That is to say, the functioning of the typology outlined by Frye is characterized by
traditionality, but it is not fixed; any tradition, according to Ricoeur, ‘relies on the inter-
play between innovation and sedimentation’ where sedimentation is the preservation of
innovation through time (1983: 3-4).

12. The ordinary literary genres referred to here are various types of writing: the Greeks
recognized drama, epic, and lyric. Vorster (1992) lists some others: the novel and short
story particularly. In these terms, as he points out, the gospel is considered sui generis; it
is only when writing can be classified according to its organization of material that deep
structural similarities and differences of the sort Frye is interested in become apparent.

13. Although Frye argues that this is a ‘hypothesis’, as Lentricchia points out, this is a
misnomer: ‘the misleadingly termed “hypothesis” is in reality not the critic’s heuristic
device but the unmanipulable iron law which guarantees the objective order of the literary
universe’ (1980: 9).
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in Frye’s view, are actually there in the work: they have an objective reality
which guarantees the possibility of a ‘scientific’ description of the text. Frye
takes this position in order to avoid the subjectivism of New Critical argu-
ments which are simply what Lentricchia characterizes as ‘endless responses
of “taste”’ (1980: 9).

When White takes up Frye’s archetypes in order to describe historical
explanation by emplotment, the problem of the archetype remains. The realist
critic or philosopher of history who analyzes historical narrative assumes that
the structures are objectively within the text, not brought to it. Like Icarus,
such a critic rises “unconstrained by cultural and historical determinates, car-
ried on the wings of an unsituated critical discourse to a realm of transparent
consciousness’ (Lentricchia 1980: 9). It is perhaps better, in view of the sort
of questions raised by Stanley E. Fish and others,'* to understand archetypes
in terms of relationships between and among texts, rather than characteristics
of, or elements in, a text. The term archetype, as Frye uses it, ‘designates the
genesis of a conventional and generic bond, stemming from a poem’s exter-
nal relations with every other poem (Ricoeur 1983: 9). And so, two things
follow. First, if instead we take archetypes to be critical heuristic devices to
enable distinctions to be made among elements in the field, then the task of
historical explanation by emplotment must be reconfigured. This is not to say
that plot structures do not exist, or that they are useless as critical tools. But it
is to suggest that describing historical narratives in terms of plot structures
does not illumine their hidden truth, doing apocryphal criticism as it were.
Rather, within the context of emplotment or narrative shape, there are differ-
ences between texts which can be described, differences related to the sub-
jective perceptions of the historians, not to the objective truth of the texts.
Understanding the plot structure of the various historical Jesus portraits in
archetypal terms, then, is a way of seeing the relationships among them,
distinguishing them one from another. Analyzing the portraits in terms of the
related concepts of trope, argument and ideology is a second-level task, in
Ricoeur’s terms, and produces a different kind of historical knowledge. Sec-
ond, the task of the critic, as White recognizes, becomes one of understand-
ing the choices made by the historians, discerning their social and personal
situations as they are embodied in the language of the narrative. But these are
not matters of taste, as Frye feared, a concern echoed by White when he com-
ments that there are no historical grounds for preferring one structure over
another in historical narration (1973: 432).> The differences are products of

14. The ‘thereness’ of the text is a question raised by Reader-Response critics, particu-
larly Fish. See above, Chapter 1, n. 23.

15. Or, to put it another way, ‘when it is a matter of choosing among these alternative
visions of history, the only grounds for preferring one over another are moral or aesthetic
ones (1973: 433).
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the social situations in which the historians work, the values which they hold
as a result, and their differing senses of the meaning of human existence.'®
Thus to rely on Frye’s system here is to attempt to discern, from my own par-
ticular situation, the ethical, philosophical, and theological underpinnings of
the work of the historians of Jesus.!”

3. Plot Structures and Historical Explanation

The action of the plot provides an account of the hero’s (or the heroine’s)
inclusion in or exclusion from the social order with which the story is seen to
end. The movement of comedy, for example, is inclusive; that is to say, the
hero’s action will result in a new social order forming around him, in which
he is included. Tragedy, on the other hand, is exclusive, which means that the
social order is renewed because of an action that excludes the hero, usually
his isolation and death. The mode of that action, on the other hand, plots the
vision of the social order which results from the action. Narratives may be
either stories of social integration or social disintegration; the social order in
the first instance is challenged and then strengthened by the action of the plot,
while in the second case, the action leads to the fragmentation of society. If
the plot moves toward social integration, the form is that of heroic comedy or
tragedy. If it moves toward social disintegration, we speak of ironic comedy
or tragedy.

The literary mode which Frye describes as romantic is related to a plot
structure for which Frye has used the related term Romance. The plot of a
Romance has, as its most typical form, the quest. Frye’s description implies
the medieval Romance, with its three-fold action of perilous journey, leading
to a crucial struggle, and a final exaltation of the hero. Because of the
connotations of the term Romance, I have chosen here to call this plot an epic
instead.'® It is a story of wish-fulfillment in which social ideals are threatened

16. Frye’s argument will lead him, in his ‘Tentative Conclusions’, to include criticism
in his list of mythic discourses, and as Lentricchia points out, ‘so he finishes the Anatomy
by destroying his vast system, including its so-called scientific basis’. Lentricchia contin-
ues with an analysis of Frye’s discourse as a situated discourse, for which the key ‘is his
vision of an uncoerced self; it is a vision generated by a thoroughly despairing and alien-
ated understanding of the possibilities of historical life. For Frye actual history can be
nothing but a theater of dehumanization, a place of bondage and torture’. He fantasized a
utopia of human discourse ‘free of all contingency, independent of all external forces’,
one in which the freedom of the world of romance and comedy far outstrips the world of
tragedy and satire, ‘the world as it actually is’ (1980: 26).

17. And, of course, certain of the portraits considered here will be more attractive to me
personally, insofar as I share the ethical, philosophical, and theological considerations of
the historians in question, a matter to which we will return in the conclusion.

18. A term which is not used to name a generic form, as romance is; and which does
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and the role of the hero is to release his society from the threat and to free
humanity (1968: 186-87). The events of epics center around the hero, a person
‘of heroic stature, of national or international importance, and of great histori-
cal or legendary significance’, according to Thrall, Hibbard and Holman in
their classic Handbook to Literature (1960 [1936]: 175). The action of the
hero, particularly in the crucial struggle Frye identifies as the ‘pathos’,
requires great courage; ‘supernatural forces’ may intervene. While the hero
may not survive the events of the narrative, his action has the effect of releas-
ing society from the forces of oppression. In mythical terms, as Frye points
out, the release of humanity from bondage to sin and death is one of the pri-
mary themes; thus the affinity of this plot structure with the gospel accounts
of Jesus’ death and resurrection is clear. All epics are stories of social integra-
tion; when the hero is included, we may speak of a comic form, and when he
is excluded, of a tragic form.

A comic narrative is one in which the formation of a new community
around the hero (and heroine) is the purpose of the action. Broadly speaking,
comedy involves integration, usually the incorporation of the central charac-
ter into society; in the heroic mode of old comedy, it focuses on the con-
struction of the new society; in the mode of new comedy, the element of
erotic intrigue becomes important. Ironic comedy plots social revenge on the
blocking characters, who may risk death at the hands of the mob before being
integrated into the final social order (Frye 1968: 46; cf. 165).

Comedy’s roots in Greek legal rhetoric have long been recognized; in a
lawsuit, two parties ‘construct different versions of the same situation, one
finally being judged as real and the other as illusory’."” This action, com-
prised of two parts, opinion and proof, has parallels in comic action in which
the movement from ‘a society controlled by habit, ritual bondage, arbitrary
law and the older characters to a society controlled by youth and pragmatic
freedom is fundamentally...a movement from illusion to reality’. Not sur-
prisingly, the creation and dispelling of illusion is an important part of comic
action, which makes ample use of mistaken identity and disguise, but also
those illusions based on obsession, hypocrisy or unknown parentage (Frye
1968: 166-70).

not have the same (misleading) resonance as ‘romantic’ when used to describe a mode of
action. The term, as I am using it here, helpfully retains some of the connotations of
‘romantic’ in Frye’s use (chivalrous, epic, exemplary, gallant, legendary, mighty, mythical,
and valiant are synonyms suggested in my thesaurus), but without the associations with
medieval stories of knights and dragons.

19. Frye cites the Tractatus Coislinianus, a pamphlet ‘closely related to Aristotle’s
Poetics, which sets down all the essential facts about comedy in about a page and a half”
(1968: 166).
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In new comedy, where the element of erotic intrigue becomes important,
according to Frye, ‘“What normally happens is that a young man wants a
young woman, that his desire is resisted by some opposition, usually
paternal, and that near the end of the play some twist in the plot enables the
hero to have his will’ (1968: 163). The success of the hero and the emergence
of the new society can only occur if the hero is strong enough to overcome
the opposing forces of the old order. This is the case in the type of comedy
that I have termed heroic, in which at the end of the action a new social order
is consolidated, one which includes not only the hero but also all those who
opposed him. Comedy is socially subversive to the extent that the younger
hero triumphs over the established structures represented by the older oppo-
nents, the blocking characters who are inappropriate rivals, fathers and
father-surrogates whose claim to the heroine is fraudulent. However, as the
movement of comedy tends to be inclusive, even these blocking characters
are reconciled whenever possible to the new order and included in the festivi-
ties with which the action usually ends (1968: 165). In ironic comedy, on the
other hand, the new society may remain fragmented, unrealized, or unable to
prevail at all over the old order.

The ending which enables the formation of this new society is usually
manipulated by a twist in the plot, often involving the revelation of mistaken
identity, and sometimes also including metamorphosis of character, when a
blocking character experiences a total change that we are led to believe is
permanent (1968: 170). In the generic pattern of comedy described by Frye,
the comic movement is ‘...usually a movement from one kind of society to
another’. The ‘obstructing characters’ who are in positions of power at the
beginning are recognized by the audience or the readers to be ‘usurpers’ who
must be replaced. This is accomplished, when it is successful, by a ‘device in
the plot that brings hero and heroine together [and] causes a new society to
crystallize around the hero’ (1968: 163). This is the point of comic resolu-
tion, which as Frye notes is usually marked by some kind of festive ritual,
often a marriage, which takes place at the end or immediately thereafter, and
in which the audience is invited to participate by forming part of the comic
society. In the Shakespearean comedies that Frye is discussing, this is a mar-
riage feast which the audience attends; but it is in line with the structure of
the gospels, which invite the hearer or reader to participate in the new order
inaugurated by Jesus. Frye concludes his survey with the comment that ‘[civi-
lizations] which stress the desirable rather than the real, and the religious as
opposed to the scientific perspective, think of drama almost entirely in terms
of comedy’ (1968: 171); it remains to be seen whether the same is true of the
gospels and their interpretation.

Turning to tragic plot structure, Frye comments that thanks ‘as usual’ to
Aristotle, the theory is ‘in considerably better shape’ and can be dealt with
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more briefly, as it is more familiar (1968: 206).2° Frye argues that there are
two ‘reductive’ views of tragedy, neither of which is adequate. The first is
that ‘all tragedy exhibits the omnipotence of an external fate’. This is, in
Frye’s terms, to confuse ‘the tragic condition with the tragic process: fate, in
a tragedy, normally becomes external to the hero only affer the tragic process
has been set going’. This results in a confusion of tragedy and irony, accord-
ing to Frye, who finds it significant that we speak of ‘the irony of fate rather
than of its tragedy’. The other reductive theory is that ‘the act which sets the
tragic process going must be primarily a violation of moral law, whether
human or divine; in short, Aristotle’s hamartia or “flaw’ must have an essen-
tial connection with sin or wrongdoing’ (1968: 209-10).

Frye responds that tragedy does not depend on the moral status of the
hero; rather, it happens to him. In the classic form, an act of the hero begins
the inevitable tragic process, and in this sense is the cause of the tragedy. But
as Frye points out, that cause is ‘not necessarily wrongdoing: it may be simply
a matter of being a strong character in an exposed position....usually the
place of leadership’ (1968: 38). As tragedy becomes more ironic, it involves
the isolation of a hero who does not necessarily have any tragic flaw or
pathetic obsession which might be understood as the cause of the tragic
action: ‘whatever exceptional happens to the hero should be causally out of
line with his character’. The typical victim of ironic tragedy, according to
Frye, is the pharmakos or scapegoat: ‘He is innocent in the sense that what
happens to him is far greater than anything he has done provokes...; he is
guilty in the sense that he is a member of a guilty society, or living in a world
where such injustices are an inescapable part of existence’. Frye distinguishes
two poles of tragedy, the incongruous and the inevitable, which separate as
tragedy becomes more ironic. Adam is his example of the inevitably ironic,
‘human nature under the sentence of death’; ‘at the other pole is the
incongruous irony of human life, in which all attempts to transfer guilt to a
victim give that victim something of the dignity of innocence. The archetype
of the incongruously ironic is Christ, the perfectly innocent victim excluded
from human society’ (1968: 41-42).

Frye takes the character of Adam in John Milton’s Paradise Lost as the
paradigm of the tragic hero: God argues that Adam was ‘Sufficient to have
stood, though free to fall’.?! A hero who is not sufficient to have stood is
ironic; while one who is not free to fall is romantic, in Frye’s terms. Adam
comes in between; tragedy is a working out of theodicy, the theology of

20. This does not prevent him from going on for seventeen pages (1968: 206-17),
however; but it does mean that he feels free not to provide a short, quick definition of
tragic action along the lines of that proposed for comedy.

21. He continues with the comment that the ‘argument is so bad that Milton, if he was
trying to escape refutation, did well to ascribe it to God’.
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God’s justice. Frye continues, ‘Adam...is in a heroic human situation: he is
on top of the wheel of fortune, with the destiny of the gods almost within his
reach. He forfeits that destiny in a way which suggests moral responsibility to
some and a conspiracy of fate to others’. He uses his freedom to lose his
freedom. As the action of comedy is set up to overcome an arbitrary law, so
the action of tragedy represents the subjugation of individual freedom by a
process of causation, in which the hero’s choice determines the ‘shape of the
life he has created for himself, with an implicit comparison with the uncreated
potential life he has forsaken’. Adam falls, and as he does, he enters the
created order as we know it, ‘a world in which existence itself is tragic’.
Tragedy moves to a crucial point, when what might have been and what will
be can both be seen; from that point the wheel of fortune begins its inevitable
descent (1968: 203).

The fourth form which Frye distinguishes is that of Satire, and which I
find more helpful to think of as farce.?? Frye calls the stories in this category
‘mythical patterns of experience, the attempts to give form to the shifting
ambiguities and complexities of unidealized existence’ (1968: 223). Farce
depends less on plot structure and character than other types of drama; Thrall,
Hibbard and Holman point out the importance of improbable situations and
incongruities (1960: 199). In this sense, it is a better term than satire to
designate this type of plot. It is clearly easier to distinguish Satire by content
or by its ironic tone than by its form, and Frye’s difficulties are compounded
by his use of the term Irony as a type of Satire. Ultimately, Frye settles for a
negative definition: ‘As structure, the central principle of ironic myth is best
approached as a parody of romance: the application of romantic mythical
forms to a more realistic content which fits them in unexpected ways’ (1968:
203).

If Frye is intuitively right in seeing Satire as the parody of Romance, then
we might expect a plot structure in which the hero is engaged in some sort of
quest, that is, he has decided to try to do something for the sake of what he
perceives as a greater good. Because the mode is ironic, it involves incon-
gruities at all levels of meaning. As I have defined epic in terms of social
integration, Satire, or farce, as I have termed it, is the story of social dis-
integration, whether in the comic mode which sees possibilities for a new
social order inherent in the chaos all around; or in the tragic mode when the
end leaves us with the sense that perhaps the hero’s sacrifice was not entirely
meaningless. As in the chronicle, in farce events are ordered in time, but with-
out the sense of causality typical of tragic action. Events precede other events

22. The term farce comes from the Late Latin farcire, to stuff, and originally referred to
the musical or dramatic expansions in the church liturgy; later it became any extempo-
raneous addition to a play. The limitation of the word to a humorous scene or play did not
take hold until the seventeenth century.
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without necessarily causing them, and history, in this view, is ‘just one
damned thing after another’. Whatever logic there may be is either beyond
our comprehension, or arises from our own desire to impose order on essen-
tially chaotic experience. The structure of farce involves the plotting of con-
tingency, in the sense both of a chance occurrence, a fluke; and in the sense
of necessity, a requirement, something dependent on another occurrence. If
the attitude is ‘things end well, but who knows how?’, contingency is under-
stood as chance: this is the comic mode. If the attitude is ‘things end badly,
but that’s just the way it is’, contingency is understood as necessity: this is the
tragic mode. Farce, then, is the ironic inversion of epic, in which Murphy’s
Law is the only rule: if it can go wrong, it will.

There are then, four ways of understanding the structure of a narrative,
depending on the pattern (or lack of pattern) involved: comedy, tragedy, epic,
and farce. There are also four modes which overlap the plot structures. For
my purposes, the general plot movement toward inclusion or exclusion, that
is to say, the mode of action, is either comic or tragic. Further, if the final
vision of society is integrative, the mode of the action is heroic; if the vision
is disintegrative, the mode is ironic. In the first case, we will speak of comic
or tragic modes and in the second of heroic or ironic modes. Whether a given
narrative is characterized as a heroic tragedy or a tragic epic, though, is not a
distinction without a difference, because the plot structure underlying the nar-
rated events will conform in the first case to tragedy and the second to epic;
but the modes will provide a means of contrasting different types of the same
plot, in the first case heroic tragedy with ironic tragedy, and in the second
case, tragic epic with comic epic. The eight general categories of plot, then,
are heroic comedy, ironic comedy, heroic tragedy, and ironic tragedy, and
comic epic, tragic epic, comic farce and tragic farce. These categories should
provide ample means for distinguishing the types of arguments by emplot-
ment, to use White’s term, in the historical Jesus portraits to be considered.?

When Hayden White uses literary categories borrowed from Frye, it is in
answer to the historian’s question, ‘What happened next?’ The placing of
events in time, one after another, is the beginning of historical narrative.?* He

23. Frye himself did not limit the literary universe to literary objects, but rather argued
in a neo-Kantian aestheticist line that every act of making is an artistic act; his argument
leads to ‘the principle that all structures in words are partly rhetorical, and hence literary,
and that the notion of a scientific or philosophical verbal structure free of rhetorical ele-
ments is an illusion’ (1968: 350). It follows, then, that ‘the verbal structures of psychology,
anthropology, theology, history, law, and everything else built out of words have been
informed or constructed by the same kind of myths and metaphors that we find, in their
original hypothetical form, in literature’ (1968: 352; cf. Lentricchia 1980: 25).

24. White considers the possibility of forms which simply list events in time, as well as
historical accounts which do not narrate events; these are important for the sort of his-
torical writing with which he is concerned. For my purposes, the analysis of the plots in
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follows Frye’s categories, using four modes: romance, tragedy, comedy, and
satire. Episodes in a historical narrative may follow any of these forms, but
according to White, the historian puts the episodes together in a way that is
structured by a ‘comprehensive or archetypal story form’ (1973: 8).

In White’s taxonomy, both comedy and tragedy a