
  [image: The Historical Jesus: Five Views Cover]


  The Historical Jesus: Five Views


  Edited by James K. Beilby & Paul Rhodes Eddy


   


   


  [image: IVP Books Imprint]


  www.IVPress.com/academic


  


  InterVarsity Press

  P.O. Box 1400

  Downers Grove, IL 60515-1426

  World Wide Web: www.ivpress.com

  E-mail: email@ivpress.com


  © 2009 by James K. Beilby and Paul Rhodes Eddy


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from InterVarsity Press.


  InterVarsity Press® is the book-publishing division of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA®, a movement of students and faculty active on campus at hundreds of universities, colleges and schools of nursing in the United States of America, and a member movement of the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students. For information about local and regional activities, write Public Relations Dept. InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA, 6400 Schroeder Rd., P.O. Box 7895, Madison, WI 53707-7895, or visit the IVCF website at www.intervarsity.org.


  Design: Cindy Kiple

  Images: Bigstock


  ISBN 978-0-8308-7853-6 (digital)

  ISBN 978-0-8308-3868-4 (print)


  


  Dedicated to Michael Holmes: department chair, colleague, friend


   


  The Quest for the Historical Jesus: An Introduction


  Paul Rhodes Eddy and James K. Beilby


  Two millennia after his sojourn on earth, Jesus of Nazareth continues to capture the attention of the contemporary western world like no other figure in history. This is no less the case for popular culture than it is for the scholarly world, as his regular appearance in television specials and weekly news magazines attests. From the covers of Time, Newsweek and, yes, even Popular Mechanics, Jesus remains big news on into the third millennium.[1] Today, in the world of popular-level, pseudo-scholarly publications on Jesus, there is no end to the provocative and/or conspiratorial theories available. In these one can find Jesus surviving the crucifixion, getting married (most often to Mary Magdalene), having children and living to a ripe old age.[2] Some even claim that they have finally found his gravesite—and with it the very bones of Jesus.[3] Or one can find him traveling to the East, spending years learning from the ancient Asian religions, and coming back to his culture as something of a Buddhist master.[4] Or, again, one can find out that the true identity of Jesus has finally been discovered: Jesus was really the apostle Paul![5]


  The contemporary interest in Jesus within popular culture is, of course, fueled by a parallel interest in the academic world. At the close of the first decade of the twenty-first century, what has come to be known as the third quest for the historical Jesus has been underway for three decades and shows no sign of slowing down. This essay will begin with a relatively brief history of the modern scholarly “quest” for the historical Jesus. Next, important issues and debates within the current phase—the “third quest”—will be explored. Finally, we will conclude with an introductory word about our five contributors to this volume.


  A Brief History of the Quest for the Historical Jesus


  What has come to be known as the “quest for the historical Jesus” is a child of the eighteenth century and the European Enlightenment.[6] Prior to this, the notion of a “quest” for Jesus within the world of Western Christendom would have seemed a strange proposition. For, while certain tensions were apparent within and between the accounts of the four canonical Gospels, they were still seen as able to be harmonized and thus reliable.[7] From such a perspective, the Jesus of history and the Jesus of the Gospels were one and the same. There was no need to go searching for Jesus when he could be easily found in the Gospels. It took the modern age and its skepticism of both biblical and ecclesiastical authority to ignite the quest for Jesus.


  Today the most commonly used schema for delineating the history of the modern scholarly quest for Jesus recognizes four distinct stages: the “old” (or “first”) quest, the so-called “no quest” period, the “new” (or “second”) quest, and most recently the “third quest.” We will sketch each of these below, highlighting the most influential persons and ideas to emerge in each stage.


  The old quest: From Reimarus to Schweitzer (1778–1906). Ever since Albert Schweitzer’s 1906 landmark survey of the (old) quest (translated into English as The Quest of the Historical Jesus), it has become common to mark the beginning of the quest with the publication of the work of Hermann Reimarus in 1778. According to Schweitzer, Reimarus “had no predecessors.”[8] This, however, is not quite accurate. Reimarus’s ideas about Jesus did not spring ex nihilo from his pen. The roots of the (largely German) old quest lie in seventeenth-century British and French deism and the biblical criticism to which it eventually gave rise. Deist critiques of the notions of divine revelation and miracles fueled a growing skepticism toward the Gospels. An array of early modern thinkers such as Benedict Spinoza, Isaac La Peyrere, Richard Simon, Thomas Woolston, Peter Annet and Thomas Morgan laid the groundwork for what would eventually emerge as the mature historical-critical method.[9]


  Perhaps the clearest example of a precursor to Reimarus can be found in the work of the British deist Thomas Chubb (1679–1746).[10] In 1738 Chubb published a book about Jesus, presenting him as “a sort of first-century Palestinian Deist, garbed in the seamless robe of reason and natural religion.”[11] Unfortunately, according to Chubb, much of the later Christian dogma was later foisted on the deist-like Jesus of history by the apostle Paul.


  Hermann Samuel Reimarus: The “Father” of the quest. Regardless of his precursors, however, Reimarus (1694–1768), a German professor of Semitic languages, took an original and significant step in the modern study of Jesus, and with it became the “Father” of the quest. Reimarus moves beyond his deist predecessors in that he proposes a fleshed-out alternative account of Christian origins, one that situates Jewish apocalyptic thought at its center.[12] Reimarus begins by arguing for a clear distinction between the actual Jesus of history and the Gospels’ presentation of him.[13] From Reimarus’s perspective just who was this historian’s Jesus? Simply put, “he was born a Jew and intended to remain one.”[14] More specifically, Jesus was a Jew who proclaimed the “kingdom of God,” by which, according to Reimarus, he must have intended “the usual meaning of this phrase among the Jews of his time”—i.e., a political kingdom centered in Jerusalem that would be established by the Messiah through the use of military force.[15] And with this interpretive move, Reimarus arrived at his famous conclusion: the real Jesus of history was a would-be Messiah figure who hoped to establish an earthly kingdom through revolutionary force—but these hopes were dashed when he was arrested and crucified. How then did the Christian faith arise? Reimarus’s answer is daring: Hoping to finally attain the riches and glory they had planned on receiving when Jesus became king, his disciples stole his body, fabricated a resurrection story and eventually concocted “the doctrine of a spiritual suffering savior of all mankind.”[16]


  Reimarus wrote all of this and more, put the manuscript in his desk drawer, and there it remained until he died. Concern for the consequences that might follow kept him from publishing it. Upon his death, his daughter gave the manuscript to a friend, the German literary critic Gotthold Lessing, and gave him permission to publish it anonymously. This he did, claiming he had found the text in the Wolfenbüttel Library in Hamburg, and presenting it to the public in small sections (“fragments”) between 1774 and 1778. It was only many years later that the truth was revealed and Reimarus’s true identity discovered.


  Over the last few centuries only a few have concluded, similar to Reimarus, that Jesus was in fact a politically minded revolutionary.[17] Nor have many agreed with him that Jesus’ disciples consciously intended to perpetrate a religious fraud for selfish gain. Rather, it is certain elements of his method that have continued to find relevance in later stages of the quest. First, the firm line drawn by Reimarus between the Jesus of history and the Christ figure of the Gospels has remained an unquestioned presupposition for many scholars throughout the quest. Second, Reimarus raised a question that continues to be hotly debated to this day: namely, what role, if any, does historical investigation of Jesus have to play within the context of the Christian faith? Here Reimarus’s own answer is clear:


  Now, where the doctrine is not controlled by the history but vice versa, both history and doctrine are to this extent unfounded; the history because it is not taken from events themselves . . . ; and the doctrine because it refers to facts that originated in the writers’ thinking only after the doctrine was altered and which were simply fabricated and false.[18]


  Finally, in setting Jesus firmly within the world of Jewish eschatology, Reimarus ignited a debate that continues raging to this day—the question of to what extent, if any, Jesus embraced views associated with first-century apocalyptic eschatology. Schweitzer, who likewise believed that Jewish eschatology held the key to understanding Jesus (though in a manner different from that argued by Reimarus), praised Reimarus at this very point.[19]


  Between Reimarus and Strauss: Early “lives” of the old quest. Following his survey of Reimarus’s thought, Schweitzer turns in Quest of the Historical Jesus to consider what he dubs “the lives of Jesus of the earlier rationalism.”[20] Names such as J. J. Hess, F. V. Reinhard, E. A. Opitz, J. A. Jakobi and J. G. Herder dominate this period. A characteristic feature of these studies was an embrace, to one degree or another, of “rationalist” explanations of the Gospel materials.[21] These early pioneers of the quest tended to place their emphasis on Jesus’ moral teachings and did their best to render him palatable to the more rational, “enlightened” thought of the times.


  The work of two scholars in particular is worth noting. In his four-volume A Non-supernatural History of the Great Prophet of Nazareth (1800–1802), K. H. Venturini offers various “rational” explanations for the reported miracles of Jesus. For example, Jesus’ miracles of healing are explained by the fact that Jesus was a proficient herbalist, always accompanied by his “portable medicine chest.”[22] Adding a twist of conspiracy to things, Venturini also argues that Jesus, along with his cousin John the Baptist, was nurtured and groomed by a covert faction of the Essenes. Although undergoing crucifixion, Jesus only appeared to die and was later revived in the tomb with the help of an Essene collaborator, Joseph of Arimathea.[23] While few could take Venturini’s theory seriously at the time, since the 1947 discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran and the attendant burst of interest in the ancient Jewish sect of the Essenes, Venturini-like theories have come to life again. They remain, however, generally the fruit of either eccentric scholars or non-academic conspiracy theorists.[24]


  In the 1828 work of H. E. G. Paulus, The Life of Jesus as the Basis of a Purely Historical Account of Early Christianity, we find the epitome of the eighteenth-century “rationalist” approach to Jesus. Here Paulus famously does his best to explain the miraculous elements in the Gospels as nothing more than the disciples’ mistaken interpretations of what were, in fact, purely natural events in the life of Jesus. And so, for example, the account of Jesus walking on the water is explained as something of an optical illusion—Jesus had been walking in the shallow water off the shores of the Sea of Galilee, but from a distance it had appeared to the disciples that he was farther out, and thus walking upon the very waves themselves. From Paulus’s view, and in good liberal fashion, this approach should not in any way detract from the achievement of Jesus, since it is not his miracles but rather his admirable character that truly matters.


  D. F. Strauss: Jesus and “myth.” One of the most influential figures of the “old” quest is David Friedrich Strauss (1808–1874). His book The Life of Jesus Critically Examined, originally published in 1835, became one of the most controversial studies of Jesus ever written.[25] Like his more robust rationalist predecessors, he was a thoroughgoing methodological naturalist. But to Strauss’s mind, the rationalist attempts to explain the Gospels as mistaken interpretations of historically occurring natural phenomena entirely missed one of the most important elements of the Gospels—namely the robust religious imagination of the early followers of Jesus and the expression of this imagination in the category of myth. In comparison to the theories of his predecessors, Strauss explains, the advantage of the “mythical view” is that it “leaves the substance of the narrative unassailed; and instead of venturing to explain the details, accepts the whole, not indeed as true history, but as a sacred legend.”[26] As Schweitzer notes, while Strauss was not the first to use the notion of myth to understand the Gospels, he applied this interpretive lens in a more ruthlessly consistent fashion than anyone before him.[27]


  Armed with this critical perspective, Strauss’s study of Jesus largely consists of analyzing the various contents of the Gospels with an eye to unmasking and explaining the many instances of myth contained therein. Over and over again, Strauss concludes, early Christian imagination served to fabricate material about Jesus out of various Old Testament stories and concepts. In the end, all that was left for Strauss, historically speaking, was a small core of bare facts about Jesus.


  While the response to Strauss was swift and overwhelmingly negative—with some more conservative voices going so far as to claim that he was the “antiChrist”—the impact of Strauss’s work on the quest is felt to this day, and he continues to function as something of a patron saint for those who aspire to hard-nosed criticism of the Gospels.[28] In several ways he anticipated important future developments in critical study of the Gospels. His consideration of the myth-making process at work within the early oral Jesus tradition would eventually develop and mature, almost a century later, into the discipline of form criticism. His privileging of the category of myth would be followed by the single most influential New Testament scholar of the twentieth century—Rudolf Bultmann. And his use of comparative non-Christian religious material foreshadowed the full flowering of this method at the end of the nineteenth century in the Religionsgeschichtliche Schule (i.e., the old “history of religions school”) made famous by Wilhelm Bousset and others.


  Finally, we can recognize in Strauss a quality that is both admirable and all-too-rare within the history of the quest: an explicitly stated self-consciousness concerning the religio-philosophical presuppositions that guide (both motivationally and methodologically) his critical study of Jesus. He was always quite forthright about the influence of Hegel on his study of Jesus: “My criticism of the life of Jesus was from its origin intimately related to Hegelian philosophy.” Equally self-revealing is his comment: “I am no historian; with me everything has proceeded from a dogmatic (or rather anti-dogmatic) concern.”[29] Strauss has often been criticized for allowing his Hegelianism to infect his historical study of Jesus. And while this is a point well taken, no scholar has ever come to the quest free of philosophical presuppositions and religious (or antireligious, as the case may be) biases. What can be learned from Strauss here is that metacritical values and assumptions always already influence one’s historiographical philosophy and method, and that every Jesus scholar owes it to oneself and one’s fellow scholars both to be self-aware about these influences and, where appropriate, to explicitly state and defend them. We will pick up this issue again below.


  Between Strauss and Schweitzer: Later “lives” of the old quest. The negative historical results and resultant skepticism of the Gospels displayed in Strauss’s Life of Jesus spurred a variety of reactions. At one extreme, Bruno Bauer, taking his cue from Strauss’s critical methodology and concept of myth, pushed the thesis to its furthest possible point and concluded that all was myth and nothing was history—Jesus never was an actual person in history.[30] With this move Bauer became a leading early proponent of the “Christ-Myth” theory, with others like Paul-Louis Couchoud, Arthur Drews and John M. Robertson eventually following in his wake.[31] While Bauer’s Christ-Myth theory has had minimal impact on the scholarly quest, it captured the attention of Karl Marx and became a common feature of Soviet Marxist thought.[32]


  In the face of such skepticism, others sought to shore up some basis for the historical credibility of the Gospels. One effect of this effort was the rise of modern source criticism of the Gospels. During this time, the “two-source” theory of Gospel relations came to prominence—the view that Mark was written first and that, along with an early written collection of Jesus’ sayings labeled “Q” (from the German word Quelle, meaning “source”), was used by both Matthew and Luke in the composition of their Gospels.[33] One of the attractive features of the two-source theory is that it allows Mark (with no embarrassing infancy narrative) and Q (sayings of Jesus without any narrative and thus without miracles) to provide a generally reliable basis from which to reconstruct the life of Jesus. Though the two-source theory has always faced its challengers, it remains to this day the most widely held solution to the infamous “Synoptic Problem.”[34]


  While Schweitzer’s famous account of the old quest is largely focused on the German scene, other things were happening elsewhere. In France, Ernest Renan, an erstwhile Roman Catholic, produced his famous Life of Jesus in 1863, which went on to become a best-selling work with multiple editions. Renan’s book presents a Jesus who began as a wise teacher of ethical principles who reveals the loving character of the heavenly Father, but who, inspired by apocalyptic hopes, eventually became a would-be messiah who was crucified for his efforts. Like his rationalist German counterparts, Renan denied any room for the supernatural in his reconstruction.


  One might raise the question here of why there are not more conservative voices in the choir of first questers? Part of the answer lies in the fact that more conservative renderings of Jesus are short on new and daring proposals, following a course instead that is heavily dependent on the Gospel accounts themselves. In the history of the quest, old news (i.e., traditional conclusions about Jesus) is often regarded as no news. Beyond this, many of the more conservative studies of this time were written as responses to the more radical proposals rather than as independent lives of Jesus. Be that as it may, from Frederic Farrar and Alfred Edersheim in Britain to August Neander and August Tholuck in Germany, more conservative voices played a significant role in the ongoing European deliberations concerning the true identity of Jesus of Nazareth.[35]


  Culminating the old quest: Wrede and Schweitzer. As the nineteenth century drew to a close, the critical quest had left in its wake a wonderfully “liberal” Jesus—a Jesus stripped of the more unenlightened entanglements associated with the Gospels and Christian orthodoxy such as miracles and divine status. This Jesus was a moral reformer to be sure, a teacher who revealed the fatherhood of God, the brotherhood of humankind, and the simple tenets of a reasonable, love-based religion. This Jesus, elaborated by such theological giants as Albrecht Ritschl and Adolf von Harnack, could still appeal to an enlightened European culture.


  As the new century dawned, however, two new voices served to cut the ground from beneath this reasonable, manageable Jesus of the old quest. In 1901 William Wrede produced his famous essay on the “messianic secret” theme in the Gospel of Mark. Among the implications of his study was the disturbing conclusion that, contrary to the current liberal consensus, the Gospel of Mark did not supply the generally reliable chronological framework for the life of Jesus that so many of the nineteenth-century questers had relied on. Rather, in a move that foreshadowed future redaction-critical studies, Wrede argued that both Mark’s framework and much of its detail derives not from reliable traditions about Jesus, but from fabrications fed by post-Easter theological reflection of the early church.[36]


  In 1906 Albert Schweitzer published his renowned The Quest of the Historical Jesus—a book so far-reaching in its impact that its publication date now marks the end of the old quest (though not an outcome that Schweitzer necessarily desired or anticipated). Following the prior work of Johannes Weiss, Schweitzer argued strongly that the proper context for understanding Jesus was Jewish apocalyptic eschatology. In this context, Jesus appears not merely as a (liberal) social reformer and teacher of love, but as an end-times enthusiast who fervently believed that his own sufferings would play a vital role in the apocalyptic culmination of this world. In Schweitzer’s memorable words:


  There is silence all around. The Baptist appears, and cries: “Repent, for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand.” Soon after that comes Jesus, and in the knowledge that he is the coming Son of Man lays hold of the wheel of the world to set it moving on that last revolution which is to bring all ordinary history to a close. It refuses to turn, and He throws Himself upon it. Then it does turn; and crushes Him. Instead of bringing in the eschatological conditions, He has destroyed them. The wheel rolls onward, and the mangled body of the one immeasurably great Man, who was strong enough to think of Himself as the spiritual ruler of mankind and to bend history to His purpose, is hanging upon it still. That is his victory and His reign.[37]


  For Schweitzer, Jesus was ultimately a failed apocalyptic prophet—he predicted the end of the world and it never came. What then is salvageable from Jesus for the contemporary Christian faith? Once the eschatological beliefs of Jesus are dispensed with as an outdated Jewish worldview, one can still embrace the message of love that characterized Jesus’ teachings.[38]


  The (so-called) “no quest” period: From Schweitzer to Käsemann (1906–1953). It is common to designate the next period of time as that of “no quest,” which suggests that the quest came to a halt for nearly a half-century. As many have pointed out, this is simply not true. During this time, a good number of studies on Jesus were produced.[39] Nonetheless, it is true that within certain German circles (which no doubt created some ripple effects beyond themselves) the quest for the historical Jesus was severely hampered by some new developments in the field. Two of these developments can be tied to Schweitzer’s book.


  First, a common criticism of Schweitzer’s regarding those questers who had come before him was that they inevitably “found” in their sources a Jesus created in their own image—or at least a Jesus who was very palatable to them. As George Tyrrell’s memorable analogy put it, whenever the scholar gazes into the deep well of history in search of Jesus, there is always the real hazard of seeing merely one’s own reflection gazing back, and mistaking that for Jesus.[40] This insight about inevitable scholarly subjectivity fostered skepticism of ever arriving at an objective portrait of Jesus.


  Second, Schweitzer’s own conclusions about Jesus—that, ultimately, he was something like a wild-eyed and ultimately mistaken prophet of doom—left little for modern Europeans to embrace. Schweitzer put it delicately:


  The study of the Life of Jesus has had a curious history. It set out in quest of the historical Jesus, believing that when it found him it could bring Him straight into our time as a Teacher and Savior. . . . But he does not stay; he passes by our time and returns to his own.[41]


  Beyond these two effects of Schweitzer’s work, at least two other factors served to call into question the viability of the quest. The first involves the rise of a new method of Gospel analysis: form criticism. Between 1919 and 1921, three important German works, authored by K. L. Schmidt, Martin Dibelius and Rudolf Bultmann, launched New Testament form-critical studies. Of these, Bultmann’s The History of the Synoptic Tradition quickly became the classic statement of this approach for years to come.[42] While form criticism focuses on the question of the pre-Gospel oral Jesus tradition, it brought with it (particularly in Bultmann’s influential version) several methodological assumptions that served to further amplify skeptical attitudes toward the Gospels as historical sources. Among these was the conviction that the Gospels were a mixture of historically rooted tradition and early Christian mythology reflecting the post-Easter faith. And so, in the eyes of many, form criticism served to reveal that a largely impenetrable veil of myth separated the modern scholar from the Jesus of history.[43] This conviction led Rudolf Bultmann to conclude:


  I do indeed think that we can know almost nothing concerning the life and personality of Jesus, since the early Christian sources show no interest in either, are moreover fragmentary and often legendary; and other sources do not exist.[44]


  Through Bultmann’s influence (particularly in Germany), this skeptical perspective did much to douse hopes that the Jesus of history could ever be recovered in any detail.


  If the first three factors presented historical obstacles to the quest, the fourth added to this a theological objection. An early articulation of this theological assault on the quest came in the form of Martin Kähler’s famous little book, The So-called Historical Jesus and the Historic Biblical Christ (1892). In essence Kähler argued that the quest was theologically unnecessary—even illegitimate. It was little more than a journey down “a blind alley” since “the historical Jesus of modern authors conceals from us the living Christ.”[45] For Kähler, what is at stake is the very nature of Christian faith: the certitude of mountain-moving faith cannot be dependent on the always tentative and changing conclusions coming out of the quest. Thus for Kähler, “Christian faith and a history of Jesus repel each other like oil and water.” [46] Kähler’s convictions were picked up and deepened in the influential theological movement of post–World War I neo-orthodoxy. Here leading (mostly German) theological voices of the twentieth century such as Karl Barth, Emil Brünner, Paul Tillich and even Bultmann himself expressed their theological reserve regarding quest-like activity. The apostle Paul himself provided the biblical proof text: “Though we have known Christ after the flesh, yet now henceforth we know him no more” (2 Cor 5:16 KJV). Furthermore, from the neo-orthodox perspective, any attempt to render the Christian faith dependent on an objective, historical foundation was seen as a violation of the defining Reformation principle of “justification by faith alone.”[47] In sum one could describe the neo-orthodox assessment of the quest as not unlike that of many contemporary people’s perspective on human cloning: “It can’t be done; and if it can, it shouldn’t.”


  As noted earlier, despite these challenges, the conviction that the Jesus of history could (historically) be pursued and should (theologically) be pursued continued right on through this period. It was during these very decades that notable works on Jesus by the British scholars T. W. Manson and C. H. Dodd were produced.[48] D. M. Baillie captured well the sentiment of many during this time:


  I cannot believe that there is any good reason for the defeatism of those who give up all hope of penetrating the tradition and reaching assured knowledge of the historical personality of Jesus. Surely such defeatism is a transient nightmare of Gospel criticism, from which we are now awakening to a more sober confidence in our quest of the Jesus of history.[49]


  The new quest (1953–1970s). Several ironies are tied to what has come to be known as the “new” (second) quest for the historical Jesus. The first involves the fact that it was launched in Bultmann’s very presence by one of his own former students who, along with most of the significant scholars in this quest, largely shared Bultmann’s generally skeptical views regarding the Gospels as historical sources. This forces the question: What could ever motivate a group of Bultmannian scholars to renew the very quest that had been largely abandoned by their own professor—Rudolf Bultmann himself—due to seemingly insurmountable historical and theological roadblocks? The answer to this question is tied to an occurrence at the University of Marburg, Germany (where Bultmann taught), in 1953.


  Ernest Käsemann and the beginning of the new quest. It is customary to trace the beginning of the new quest to a very specific date: October 20, 1953. On this date, Ernest Käsemann presented a lecture titled “The Problem of the Historical Jesus” at an annual meeting of Bultmann and his former students.[50] He began by noting the factors, both historical and theological, that had contributed to the demise of the first quest in Germany. But he went on to suggest that these obstacles could not be the end of the story—and his reason for saying so was, interestingly enough, decidedly theological in nature:


  we also cannot do away with the identity between the exalted and the earthly Lord without falling into docetism. . . . Conversely, neither our sources nor the insights we have gained from what has gone before permit us to substitute the historical Jesus for the exalted Lord. . . . The clash over the historical Jesus has as its object a genuine theological problem.[51]


  And so, motivated (among other things) by the desire to avoid recapitulating something like the ancient heresy of docetism—the denial of Jesus’ true humanity—Käsemann called for a renewal of the quest on the grounds of theological necessity. Ironically, whereas the old quest began with Reimarus’s attempt to reveal an unbridgeable gulf between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith presented in the Gospels, the new quest was inspired by the necessity of demonstrating continuity between them.


  Fruits of the new quest. Within three years of Käsemann’s call for a renewal of the quest, another of Bultmann’s former students, Günther Bornkamm, answered that challenge with a slim volume entitled Jesus of Nazareth.[52] From the very first sentence, it is clear that the pessimism surrounding the no quest period has not been entirely dispelled within the new quest: “No one is any longer in the position to write a life of Jesus.”[53] But, while Bornkamm does explicitly deny that we can any longer pursue an historical understanding of Jesus “along biographical, psychological lines,” he nonetheless clearly affirms that not all is lost; we can still talk about “occurrence and event” in the life of Jesus.[54] Bornkamm goes on to reconstruct something of the characteristic teachings and conduct of Jesus. When it comes to the question of whether Jesus thought he was the Messiah, he agrees with Bultmann’s view that Jesus never proclaimed himself to be the Messiah as such. However, he manages to retain some continuity here between history and faith when he states that “the Messianic character of his being is contained in his words and deeds and in the unmediatedness of his historical appearance.”[55]


  Other studies followed, though not all were hampered by vestigial Bultmannian pessimism. Beyond Bornkamm, significant figures in the new quest period (in terms of methodology and/or practice) include Herbert Braun, C. H. Dodd, Ernst Fuchs, Ferdinand Hahn, Leander Keck, Norman Perrin, Edward Schillebeeckx and Ethelbert Stauffer.[56] In 1959, the formal name for this stage of the quest was secured when James Robinson published his survey and assessment, titled A New Quest of the Historical Jesus.[57]


  During this phase of the quest, a number of new developments took place in Gospels research. First was the rise of redaction criticism in the 1950s.[58] The thrust of the redaction-critical enterprise is driven by the conviction that the authors of the Gospels did not function as mere collectors of earlier tradition, but rather allowed their own literary and theological tendencies to shape the gospel texts. One of the effects of this perspective was to add a new layer of editorial fabrication that separates the reader of the Gospels and the historical Jesus, this one a factor of the literary creativity of the Gospel authors themselves. Second, the Q document took on a new importance in this era as many within the Bultmannian wing of scholarship came to see it not merely as a supplementary sayings list, but rather as a full-blown “Gospel” in its own right.[59] In time, these first two developments would coalesce, and redactional analysis of perceived editorial layers of Q itself got underway.[60] Today a number of scholars have pressed on to attempt to identify the early Christian communities and sociological forces behind each hypothesized layer of Q.[61]


  Finally, it was during the new quest that criteria designed to determine the potential historical authenticity of the Gospel material were more formally assessed and utilized.[62] Most notorious among these authenticity criteria is the “(double) dissimilarity” criterion, which states that


  the earliest form of a saying we can reach may be regarded as authentic if it can be shown to be dissimilar to characteristic emphases both of ancient Judaism and of the early Church.[63]


  The end of the new quest. Unlike the terminus points of the old and no quest periods, there is no universally agreed upon date that marks the demise of the new quest and the beginning of the third quest. The most common assessment is that the new quest period slowly ground to a halt over the course of the 1970s.[64] There were a variety of reasons for this, and most have to do with reactions—for or against—the Bultmannian tendencies within the new quest. Some, like Schubert Ogden, moved back toward a more pessimistic perspective reminiscent of Bultmann himself.[65] Others, seeing the new quest as little more than an exercise in “puttering around in Bultmann’s garden,”[66] challenged its methodology, its meager results or both.[67] Even the question of whether the new quest was really “new” at all was raised.[68] In any case, by the early 1980s it was becoming increasingly clear that something “newer” than the new quest itself was underway—and the “third quest” was born.


  The third quest (1980s–present). The term “third quest” was first coined by N. T. Wright in a 1982 article.[69] While it is widely used today, there remains debate as to what exactly it refers to and whether in fact it even exists as such. Some dismiss the term as unhelpful, arguing either that the hard distinctions of “old,” “no,” “new,” and “third” quests serve erroneously to ignore the very real continuity throughout the history of the quest[70] or, at the very least, that what we call the “third” quest is simply a revitalization of the “new” quest.[71] Even among those who embrace the label “third quest,” a significant disagreement about its definition remains. Wright originally used the term in a synchronic fashion—to demarcate not a distinct chronological period, but rather a new methodological orientation. Thus for Wright and some others the new (or “new ‘new,’ ” or “renewed”) quest and the “third” quest are both operative today, running as parallel tracks with distinct methodological approaches (the former continuing in the broad skeptical wake left by Bultmann and, before him, Wrede; the latter departing from that influence, being more Schweitzerian in nature).[72] Others, however, have rejected Wright’s original definition and instead use the term “third quest” in a diachronic sense—to designate the all-inclusive current (since the late 1970s / early 1980s) chronological stage of the quest.[73] It appears that the majority of scholars today use the term “third quest” in this chronological fashion, and we will do the same in this essay.


  Unlike the other stages of the quest, the beginning of the third quest is not easily marked by a specific year. For convenience’s sake, some have proposed 1985 as the inauguration of the third quest, since this year saw both the publication of E. P. Sander’s groundbreaking volume Jesus and Judaism and the launch of the Jesus Seminar.[74] Things are not that neat and simple, however. Others trace the origins of the third quest back into the late 1970s with works such as Ben Meyer’s The Aims of Jesus.[75] In any case, disagreement on the precise launch date of the third quest notwithstanding, there is widespread agreement that a new stage of the quest was incrementally inaugurated through the 1970s and early 1980s with works by scholars such as Meyer, Sanders, Anthony Harvey, John Riches, Geza Vermes, Marcus Borg, John Dominic Crossan and Robert Funk (with his launching of the Jesus Seminar).[76] Since then the last three decades have seen a flood of scholarly works on Jesus. Among these studies are multivolume projects like those by John Meier and N. T. Wright;[77] landmark works like Crossan’s The Historical Jesus and James Dunn’s Jesus Remembered (with both of these scholars being contributors to this present volume);[78] insightful survey’s such as Mark Allan Powell’s Jesus as a Figure in History, Theissen and Merz’s The Historical Jesus, and Ben Witherington III’s The Jesus Quest;[79] and a number of useful reference works, status reports and resource guides, such as those produced by Darrell Bock (also a contributor to this volume).[80]


  The Current State of the Third Quest Contours and Questions


  The bulk of the remainder of this essay is devoted to canvassing the broad contours and some of the important questions that characterize the present state of the third quest. First, a range of methodological issues will be touched on. We will begin with the question of the viability of the quest itself, and move from there to terminological issues, issues related to philosophy of historiography and historical method, the interdisciplinary nature of the contemporary quest, and the question of ancient literary sources for Jesus. Finally, the “results” of the contemporary quest will be considered. Here, the Jewishness of Jesus and the question of Jesus and apocalyptic eschatology will be touched on, as will a number of the portraits of the historical Jesus that have been proposed for consideration.


  Methodology and related issues. One of the distinctive features of the contemporary quest is a widely represented self-awareness on the part of scholars of the importance of historical methodology. In the words of Crossan: “Method, method, and once again, method.”[81] Reminiscent of the “no quest” posture, this conscious awareness of the complexities surrounding the issue of methodology has led some to question the very possibility of the quest itself.


  Questioning the quest. There are several ways, and even senses, in which the legitimacy of the quest itself is being questioned today. Some, following the basic sentiments of Bultmann, question whether it is possible to convincingly trace enough of the Gospel tradition back to Jesus himself to warrant the efforts of the quest.[82] For example, William Hamilton, with a nod to Bultmann and Paul Tillich, determined that “Jesus is inaccessible by historical means,” and thus he proposes a “Quest for the Post-Historical Jesus.”[83] Others—starting from a poststructuralist inspired rejection of historiography in general, and/or following from the observation that current scholars continue to discover a plethora of discordant, often mutually exclusive historical Jesuses—have concluded that the quest itself is a “failing enterprise.”[84] Yet still others see the quest as a nonstarter not so much because of the historical difficulties but rather because of its sheer lack of historical interest or relevance. William Arnal, suggesting that a new no quest period is the best scholarly route to take, captures this sentiment:


  And so perhaps the quest for the historical Jesus should be abandoned once again. . . . Not because scholars cannot agree on their reconstructions. . . . Not even because reasonable conclusions are impossible in light of our defective sources. . . . But because, ultimately, the historical Jesus does not matter, either for our understanding of the past, or our understanding of the present . . . The Jesus who is important to our day is not the Jesus of history, but the symbolic Jesus of contemporary discourse.[85]


  Finally, for some scholars today, the third quest is put in jeopardy not from the beginning, but in hindsight. Similar to Bruno Bauer of the old quest, they have embarked on the historical search for Jesus only to conclude that a person named Jesus of Nazareth never did exist.[86] And so, Robert Price, one of the most provocative Christ-Myth theorists writing today (and a contributor to this volume), concludes that at the end of a truly critical study, we find that the “historical Jesus” has in fact “shrunk to the vanishing point.”[87]


  If it is historical matters that lead to a rejection of the quest for some, for others their critique is tied to things theological. From Reimarus and the beginnings of the quest, the question of the proper role, if any, of the historical study of Jesus within the Christian faith has been at play. Today, some follow the same general path as Martin Kähler and conclude that the historical quest for Jesus has no real bearing on the faith life of the Christian believer. No one has stated this more strongly in recent years than the Roman Catholic New Testament scholar Luke Timothy Johnson (another contributor to this volume). For Johnson the attempt to render the Christian faith in any way dependent on the historically reconstructed Jesus is “impossible” since historical proposals are always contingent and open to later revision—hardly the type of thing the Christian community could base its very identity on over time.[88] For Johnson, none of this should bother the believer, since it is also the case that “historical research is irrelevant to Christian faith.”[89] This is because Christian faith is focused not on historical reconstructions of the pre-Easter Jesus of the past, but rather on the living and active presence of the risen Jesus in the present. Thus, for Johnson,


  Christians direct their faith not to the historical figure of Jesus but to the living Lord Jesus. Yes, they assert continuity between that Jesus and this. But their faith is confirmed, not by the establishment of facts about the past, but by the reality of Christ’s power in the present.[90]


  To those who remind Johnson that it was a theological motivation that got the new quest itself up and running—namely the conviction that contemporary Christianity must not devolve into a new form of docetism—he responds by pointing out that there are resources within the tradition itself that safeguard against this error.[91]


  Johnson is not alone in this perspective. Some contemporary evangelical Protestant scholars have come to similar conclusions. Frank Thielman, for example, taking a cue from Johnson himself, hopes to convince fellow evangelicals to consider whether the quest “may not be merely theologically unnecessary” but, in fact, “theologically ill-advised.”[92] Even Jacob Neusner, a Jewish scholar, has tried to warn Christians about the dangers of too closely associating the products of the quest with the historic Christian faith: “And since when do matters of fact have any bearing on the truths of faith?”[93]


  In defense of the quest. Not surprisingly, most scholars involved in discussions about the merits of the quest conclude quite differently from the more skeptical perspectives surveyed above. For most questers, despite the challenges and inherent limitations of contemporary historiography, the quest remains a viable historical enterprise. And while most questers acknowledge the dangers of allowing personal theological biases to a priori determine and/or distort historical conclusions, statistically speaking most (though certainly not all) also self-identify with the label “Christian” and remain convinced that the historical study of Jesus is not only an allowable activity for a believer, but is, in fact, an important one.[94] This is an important observation since, while some argue that one distinctive of the third quest is a general theological disinterestedness, others have seriously questioned this claim.[95]


  In his 1971 book, A Future for the Historical Jesus, Leander Keck defends the theological legitimacy of the quest against the counter-arguments that characterized the “no quest” period. His concerns are shared by many Christian scholars of various stripes within the quest today, and so his case is worth summarizing here. Among his contentions are the following: (1) The integrity of Christian preaching—and thus of preachers themselves—is at stake if “claims for Jesus are not really supportable but only useful for persuasion”; (2) historical study of Jesus can serve as “a major bulwark” against contemporary “ideological distortion” of Jesus and his message; (3) responsible historical study of Jesus assists the church in retaining a robust and fully orbed Christology, one that safeguards itself from a new form of “docetism” on one hand, or a well-meaning but inappropriately “self-validating” fideism on the other; and finally (4) given the “demise of Christendom” in the Western world and the “pluralistic marketplace of ideas” (itself quite similar to the setting of the early church) in which the contemporary believer now finds herself, a faith divorced from serious historical considerations invites its intellectual marginalization within the surrounding culture, leaving it to appear to others as little more than a curious but ultimately irrelevant vestige of a belief system from the premodern past.[96]


  Keck goes on to suggest that once a correct view of Christian “faith” is in view—faith as relational “trust,” and thus not in diametrical opposition to, but rather in potentially complementary relationship with, human reason and historical evidence—then much of the theological resistance to the quest dissipates.[97] Moreover, Keck points out that while not “every believer must be a critical historian in order to believe,” nonetheless every believer “has central things at stake in the historical study of Jesus, just as citizens of all sorts have their lives at stake in the work of scientists, economists, and politicians whose work they may not comprehend or even know about.”[98]


  It is worth noting that among those who take historical study of the earthly life of Jesus as central to their Christological endeavors are a number of Third World theologians for whom Jesus’ life functions as the concrete, historically rooted model for, and biblical legitimization of, the call for contemporary Christians to imitate his commitment to human liberation.[99] In sum, most questers associated with the Christian faith—including many self-professed evangelical Christians—would take issue with the Kähler-Johnson tradition’s claim that the quest is largely “irrelevant” to the Christian faith.[100] Instead, it appears that many would resonate with the words of Ronald Preston: “A religion which believes in an Incarnation is compelled to lay itself open to the hazards of critical and historical enquiry.”[101]


  The terminology problem. Terminological equivocation and confusion in any field of study creates problems, and historical Jesus research has had its share over the years. With Kähler came a distinction between the “Jesus of history” and the “Christ of faith” or, from his famous book title, the “historical Jesus” and the “historic [i.e., historically influential], biblical Christ.” Others have tried to get at this same distinction with other labels: “pre-Easter Jesus” and “post-Easter Jesus”; “historical Jesus” and “Jesus of piety”; “Jesus of history” and “Jesus of story”; “historical Jesus” and “real Jesus.”[102] This last set of terms—“historical Jesus” and “real Jesus”—has been proposed by John Meier as a replacement to any others. Here, the “historical Jesus,” or the “Jesus of history,” refers to “the Jesus we can ‘recover’ and examine by using the scientific tools of modern historical research.”[103] By the “real Jesus” he means to signify something like the sum total of the actual Jesus, most of the data about whom is lost forever to the sands of time. Thus Meier warns:


  The reader who wants to know the real Jesus should close this book right now, because the historical Jesus is neither the real Jesus nor the easy way to him. The real Jesus is not available and never will be. This is true not because Jesus did not exist—he certainly did—but rather because the sources that have survived do not and never intended to record all or even most of the words and deeds of his public ministry—to say nothing of the rest of his life.[104]


  While some scholars have embraced Meier’s terminological proposal, others have expressed their reservations.[105] Nonetheless, whatever terms they use, most scholars in the field today find a way to express their conviction that the reconstructed product that arises from the contemporary historical study of Jesus is not to be confused with the total reality of the man Jesus of Nazareth who lived for roughly thirty-three years in first-century Palestine.


  Philosophy of historiography and historical method. An interesting irony of the contemporary quest is the remarkable attention given to questions of historical method (compared to the prior stages of the quest) on one hand, and, on the other, the frequent claim that far too little attention has been paid to these very issues thus far.[106] From Ben Meyer’s 1979 The Aims of Jesus onward, many of the notable works of the third quest have included significant, self-reflective statements on the proper historical method by which the historical Jesus is to be pursued.[107] Less often does one find evidence of a Jesus scholar pushing back beyond the practical elements of historical method to the theoretical groundings of these methods in a self-conscious philosophy of historiography and its religio-philosophical moorings (e.g., epistemology, metaphysics).[108] As Wright has noted, much of the discord in Jesus studies today is the result of “the projection of an undiscussed metaphysic.”[109] More and more, however, scholars are challenging each other and themselves to “come clean” on the often hidden worldview presuppositions that inevitably influence their historiographical decisions about Jesus.[110] As William Lyons observes:


  Only with a clear acknowledgment of one’s wider presuppositions can such decisions be made coherently and only with the attainment of some degree of resolution on the wider issues can such decisions be made consensually.[111]


  One place where the issue of worldview presuppositions has direct bearing on Jesus studies involves historical decisions on Jesus’ miracles. Contrary to previous times, virtually everyone in the field today acknowledges that Jesus was considered by his contemporaries to be an exorcist and a worker of miracles.[112] However, when it comes to historical assessment of the miracles tradition itself, the consensus quickly shatters. Some, following in the footsteps of Bultmann, embrace an explicit methodological naturalism such that the very idea of a miracle is ruled out a priori.[113] Others defend the logical possibility of miracle at the theoretical level, but, in practice, retain a functional methodological naturalism, maintaining that we could never be in possession of the type and/or amount of evidence that would justify a historical judgment in favor of the occurrence of a miracle.[114] Still others, suspicious that an uncompromising methodological naturalism most likely reflects an unwarranted metaphysical naturalism, find such a priori skepticism unwarranted and either remain open to, or even explicitly defend, the historicity of miracles within the Jesus tradition.[115]


  Another methodological issue that emerges in Jesus studies today can be termed the “atomism” vs. “holism” debate. Here the question at hand is whether (following the Bultmannian tradition) it is better to begin by isolating historically authentic bits of Jesus material and then working outward to flesh out the historical Jesus (i.e., “atomism”), or whether, conversely, it is best to begin with a large-scale, fleshed out hypothesis about Jesus that is then subsequently tested and either verified or falsified by the data (“holism”). The methodological approaches of the Jesus Seminar (i.e., voting on small bits of the Jesus tradition), Crossan and Meier typify the atomistic approach, while the alternative approaches of Sanders, Wright and Dunn exemplify the more “holistic” method.[116] Tied to this discussion is the debated question of whether, in reconstructing the historical Jesus, one should privilege a focus on his words or his deeds/activities.[117]


  A final issue of historical methodology under constant discussion in the quest today is the question of historical criteria by which to assess the Jesus tradition—traditionally known as “authenticity criteria.”[118] Here the most controversial of the criteria is the so-called double dissimilarity criterion. As noted above, this criterion played an important role for many in the new quest. Today some still see it as a vital tool for discriminating between fabrications of the early church and material that actually originated with Jesus.[119] Most, however, appear to have decisively rejected this criterion, and that for several reasons. Chief among them is the fact that the double dissimilarity criterion tends to have the effect of distancing Jesus from his Jewish context. With the virtually unanimous consensus today that Jesus must be understood squarely within his first-century Jewish context, at least the “dissimilar from Judaism” side of this criterion has been widely abandoned.[120] Other scholars have challenged the flip side of this double-edged criterion as well—“dissimilar from early Christianity”—including those who have recently launched the “Jesus in Continuum” project which “seeks to uncover a Jesus who is both fitting within his Jewish context and in a comprehensible relation to early Christian attitudes.”[121]


  Other historical/authenticity criteria continue to be discussed, evaluated and proposed. Among the more commonly appealed to are the “multiple independent attestation” (i.e., any element of the Jesus tradition that is found in multiple, unrelated early sources has a strong likelihood of originating with Jesus) criterion[122] and the “embarrassment” (i.e., any element of the Jesus tradition that would have posed embarrassment to the early church was probably not fabricated by it and thus most likely goes back to Jesus) criterion.[123] More recently proposed (and sometimes rather idiosyncratic) criteria include: Wright’s “double criterion of similarity and dissimilarity,”[124] Theissen and Winter’s “historical plausibility” criterion[125] and the “characteristic Jesus” criterion of Dunn.[126]


  The interdisciplinary quest. In the words of Bernard Brandon Scott, “The historical quest for the historical Jesus has ended; the interdisciplinary quest for the historical Jesus has just begun.”[127] And many see this fact as one of the most distinctive and fruitful features of the third quest. It is no longer merely New Testament scholars and historians who are wading into the rushing waters of the quest, but an entire cadre of interdisciplinary explorers, each bringing their own distinctive disciplinary methods, tools and insights to the historical study of Jesus and the Gospels. And so, for example, in recent times one can find a variety of philosophers and philosophical theologians weighing in on relevant matters.[128] Even more widespread today is the interaction between New Testament scholars and archaeologists on the question of Jesus and his first-century Palestinian context.[129] With the help of archaeology and related disciplines, we now have a much better handle on everything from the religious nature of first-century Galilee to the socioeconomic conditions that characterized both city and countryside in the Palestine of Jesus’ day.[130] A continuing area of debate is that of the degree to which first-century Palestine was “hellenized” and, more controversially, just what effects that Mediterranean-wide cultural force had on ancient Jews and their religion.[131]


  A third important interdisciplinary conversation has been occurring at the intersection of Jesus studies and the social sciences (e.g., cultural anthropology, sociology, socioeconomics).[132] Two broad trends can be discerned in this area. There is, on one hand, a widespread—and relatively uncontroversial—use of social history and description within the quest today. On the other hand, there is an influential, if less widespread and often contested, application of sociological models and methods to the interpretation of the early Jesus tradition. With regard to this latter trend, John Dominic Crossan has become one of the most influential voices today. For example, his envisioning of a pan-Mediterranean context—with the help of such sociological resources as Gerhard Lenski’s theory of social stratification—within which to situate Jesus has invited both accolades and critique.[133] Pieter Craffert has gone as far as to argue that an “anthropological-historical” approach to Jesus should, in significant ways, supplant the dominant “historical-critical” method that has driven the quest thus far.[134] Others, while appreciating certain aspects that the social sciences (e.g., social description) can bring to the quest, fear that sociological models imposed on the data of the Jesus tradition bring with them ideologically deterministic and/or reductionistic conclusions.[135]


  A final major area of interdisciplinary ferment in the quest today involves the crossfertilization between contemporary oral tradition/orality studies and Jesus/Gospels research. Important voices in this conversation include Kenneth Bailey, Richard Bauckham, John Dominic Crossan, Jonathan Draper, James Dunn, Richard Horsley and Werner Kelber.[136] Here at least two separate issues come to the fore. First, there is the issue of the nature of the early oral Jesus tradition and the resultant implications for the historical recovery of Jesus.[137] The second involves exploration of the ramifications—both for interpretation and historical reconstruction—of the fact that the Gospels themselves (along with virtually all ancient texts) were written with what can be called an “oral sensibility” (i.e., written with features characteristic of the oral/aural style itself).[138] This—along with social/collective memory studies—appears to be one of the most fertile areas of Jesus/Gospels research currently under investigation.[139]


  The question of literary sources. The last methodological issue to be touched on here, and one of obviously great importance, is the issue of sources—important both for understating Jesus’ context, first-century Palestine and the wider Mediterranean world, and for the historical recovery of Jesus himself.[140] Throughout the history of the quest, the primary sources consulted by most Jesus scholars in their historical reconstruction efforts have been the four canonical Gospels.[141] When, in the nineteenth century, the Gospel of John came to be seen by many as a less-than-reliable historical source, the three “Synoptic” Gospels (i.e., Matthew, Mark and Luke) became the focus of inquiry. And so to this day the “synoptic” Jesus remains for most scholars the obvious starting point for their own historical investigations. However, while many continue to sideline the Fourth Gospel, others, protesting this methodological annexation, argue that John, in significant ways, is an independent and historically important witness to Jesus.[142] In the words of Paul Anderson, it is well past time that we call for a reassessment of the all-too-common “de-historicization of John” and the “de-Johannification of Jesus.” The resulting rapprochement between the Johannine and synoptic sources, he muses, just may “lead to a fourth quest for Jesus.”[143] Whatever particular decisions one makes about the use of the canonical Gospels as sources, one question that must be faced is the nature of the “Gospel” genre. Currently, proposals include Greco-Roman biography (a widely held view), ancient historiography, romance novel, Homeric-inspired fiction, Jewish midrash/pesher and a distinct, sui generis genre.[144] Obviously, one’s decision on the genre question will have a significant impact upon any subsequent assessment of the historical value of the Gospels for reconstructing Jesus. Comparatively speaking, the other twenty-three New Testament documents are less valuable sources for reconstructing the life of Jesus. While most scholars conclude that there are elements of the Jesus tradition to be found there, particularly in Paul’s epistles, what there is does not add much beyond what is already found in the Gospels.[145]


  For many scholars throughout the history of the quest, significant primary sources for recovery of the historical Jesus effectively end with the canonical Gospels.[146] For others today, however, these Gospels are merely the beginning. It has been noted that one of the distinctive developments in the third quest is the widespread use of new sources for reconstructing Jesus and his context.[147] One of the reasons for this is that scholars within the third quest have made significant use of the two amazing textual discoveries of the 1940s—the Nag Hammadi library (1945) and the Dead Sea Scrolls (1947). Particularly among those within the post-Bultmannian stream of the third quest, certain extracanonical Gospels play a crucial role in liberating historical Jesus studies from the “tyranny of the synoptic Jesus.”[148] Among the most important of these are the so-called Q Gospel[149] and the Gospel of Thomas (found within the Nag Hammadi collection).[150] Other Gospels that have come to play a role in some scholars’ work today are the Secret Gospel of Mark (made famous by Morton Smith) and the Gospel of Peter.[151]


  Among non-Christian sources, the works of Flavius Josephus (A.D. 37–c. 100), particularly his Jewish Antiquities and The Jewish War, stand head and shoulders above all others in terms of importance for reconstructing the first-century Palestinian context within which Jesus lived.[152] Beyond this, our current texts of Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities contain two controversial passages that directly mention Jesus. While virtually all scholars concede that the longest and most famous of these two passages—known as the Testimonium Flavianum (Jewish Antiquities, 18.3.3)—includes elements added in by a Christian copyist at some point, most nonetheless conclude that Josephus’s original text did mention Jesus by name.[153] A number of other ancient non-Christian authors appear to mention Jesus (e.g., Tacitus, Suetonius, Lucian of Samosata, Thallus). While advocates of the Christ-Myth theory consistently challenge the reliability and/or authenticity of these reports, others deem a number of them to be authentic and even independent of Christian hearsay.[154]


  Results: Images of the historical Jesus in the third quest. With characteristic candor, John Dominic Crossan begins his major study by stating that “historical Jesus research is becoming something of a scholarly bad joke.” The primary reason for this, he notes, is “the number of competent and even eminent scholars producing pictures of Jesus at wide variance with one another.”[155] For some this radically divergent assortment of historical Jesuses at the end of the day suggests the quest has hit a dead end.[156] For many, however, this plurality of Jesus- portraits seems to represent an exciting opportunity for more rigorous methodological reflection, more careful historical study and more engagement in interdisciplinary dialogue.


  But while consensus in Jesus studies today is elusive, it is not entirely absent. For example, there is widespread (if not always total) consensus that Jesus was baptized by John, that he taught and preached in Galilee, that he drew followers to himself, that he was known as an effective miracle worker and exorcist, and that he made a final journey to Jerusalem for Passover where, in conjunction with an incident in the temple, he was arrested, convicted by Pilate and crucified. And if even some of these general points of consensus are disputed by some, there seems to be one point at which everyone is in firm agreement today.


  A rare consensus: The Jewishness of Jesus. There appears to be one overwhelmingly common feature within the third quest today—a commitment to taking seriously the Jewishness of Jesus.[157] In John Meier’s estimation:


  Even if the third quest has no other impact on contemporary Christology, the emphatic reaffirmation of the Jewishness of Jesus will make the whole enterprise worthwhile. Something lasting will have been gained.[158]


  This emphasis has been spurred by several factors, including: (1) awareness of the pressing need to address the tragedy of the German “Aryanizing” of Jesus during the Nazi era, (2) the growing awareness of the ways in which “Jesus” and “Judaism” have been played off against each other over the last two millennia—with the latter being painted as the hypocritical, legalistic religion of dead works from which Jesus and the Christian tradition were liberated by the alien (i.e., anti-Jewish) message of grace, faith and love—and (3) a now widespread recognition of the simple historical fact that a Jesus divorced from first-century Palestinian Judaism cannot be the Jesus of history.[159] And so, from the very beginnings of the third quest and landmark works like Vermes’ Jesus the Jew and Sander’s Jesus and Judaism, a recovery of the Jewishness of Jesus has been a chief hallmark of the enterprise.[160] One of the most scathing critiques that a contemporary scholar can receive today is that he has ignored or even underappreciated the Jewishness of Jesus.[161] A common response to such scrutiny includes an appeal to the wide diversity within first-century Judaism. And here we hit a practical point where the theoretical consensus on Jesus’ Jewishness begins to fracture—the debate on whether there was anything like a “common Judaism” that served to bind together the variety of Jewish sects and expressions of the ancient world.[162] William Arnal, for example, rejects the “common Judaism” thesis, and so proclaims much of the “Jewish Jesus” discussion to be little more than a “red herring,” since, within a radically diverse Judaism, Jesus could turn out to be just about anything and still potentially qualify as “Jewish.”[163]


  A consensusless “consensus”: The apocalyptic Jesus. Again, claims of “consensus” within the third quest are rare. But just such a claim has been made repeated times with regard to the question of Jesus’ relationship to Jewish apocalyptic eschatology. The irony is that “consensus” has been claimed by both sides on this matter! James Charlesworth, for example, writes:


  One of the strongest consensuses in New Testament research is that Jesus’ mission was to proclaim the dawning of God’s Rule, the Kingdom of God. Research on Mark 9:1 has convinced virtually every specialist that Jesus’ teaching was emphatically apocalyptic and eschatological.[164]


  Yet Marcus Borg—and with him Robert Funk and the Jesus Seminar—can be found explicitly denying this very state of affairs. Borg writes:


  The old consensus [i.e., pre–third quest] that Jesus was an eschatological prophet who proclaimed the imminent end of the world has disappeared . . . [and] is no longer held by the majority of North American scholars actively engaged in Jesus research.[165]


  From the time of the old quest itself, the question of Jesus’ relation to apocalyptic Judaism—and the nature of its conviction regarding the imminent in-breaking of God into the natural world—has been a central point of contention. And it remains so to this day. Despite claims and counterclaims of “consensus,” the fact is that scholars currently remain deeply divided on this issue.[166] This issue is complicated by the fact that even the very nature of the end-time expectations of apocalyptic Judaism is under debate. And so, some hold that, while John the Baptist before him and the early church after him embraced an apocalyptic worldview, Jesus himself rejected this orientation.[167] Others hold that Jesus did embrace an apocalyptic worldview, but that, despite highly metaphorical, cosmically oriented ways of expressing this conviction, Jewish expectations of the “end” did not involve the literal undoing of the space-time universe itself.[168] Finally, others hold that Jewish apocalyptic thought in Jesus’ day did in fact await the very literal transformation of the cosmic order, most likely involving both cosmic conflagration and re-creation.[169] Since the days of Schweitzer himself, lurking behind this debate is the troubling question: Was Jesus mistaken about the timing of the “end” and thus a failed prophet? Some, with Schweitzer, have simply concluded: Yes.[170] Some, like Wright, avoid this conclusion by arguing that Jesus’ eschatological predictions were actually fulfilled in the fall of Jerusalem.[171] Others avoid it in recognizing an “already–not yet” dynamic at the heart of Jesus’ eschatology that still allows for future fulfillment.[172] And others still, as noted above, simply avoid the whole question in denying an eschatological Jesus altogether.


  The quest for the aims and intentions of Jesus. Standing in the shadows of the failures of the old quest and the pessimism of Bultmann, many twentieth-century questers explicitly gave up any hopes of ever retrieving anything like the inner thought world of Jesus. Schweitzer himself criticized the apparently futile attempts within the old quest to produce psychological portraits of Jesus.[173] Henry Cadbury expanded on this concern with a warning about the inevitable anachronistic “modernizing” of Jesus that takes place whenever we try to recover anything like his unified aims and intentions.[174] With the coming of the new quest, talk of Jesus’ “intentions” was reinvigorated, but was also quickly identified with twentieth-century existentialist categories that fueled the post-Bultmannian project—categories that no longer hold attraction for most contemporary Jesus scholars. And so, for many questers still today, the subquest for the inner aims or “self-consciousness” of Jesus remains a nonstarter. Theissen and Winter, for example, suggest that the question of Jesus’ “aims” cannot be a part of the scholar’s quest for “historical factuality.”[175]
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