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May we not speculate that atheism is impeding progress in e
tionary biology? If there are actually other mechanisms at WOVEI_
evolution than natural selection, and if atheism is emotionally (thr
not, of course, logically) wedded to the idea that natural selectigu
the only mechanism of evolution, perhaps a leaven of theists amn i
evolutionary biologists would make a genuine search for such a mec‘;:lg
nism possible. Perhaps, in fact, a more general allegiance amon i
practitioners to the important truths contained in the book of Ger?e;f
could be of real service to science. If that is possible, however, it is n .
probable. Owing to the general perversity of human beings—,a featu?f:
of our species whose explanation can be found in St. Paul’s reading of
the third chapter of Genesis—there is likely to continue to be onls
one kind of interaction between the book of Genesis and science: silly
squabbles between Genesiac literalists and saganists.2” ¢
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of the New Testament and
The User of the New Testament
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20. Parts of this essay were delivered as the Kraemer Lecture at the University of
Arkansas, Fayettesville, Arkansas, in March 1989.

By users of the New Testament, 1 mean, first, ordinary churchgoers
_'who read the New Testament and hear it read in church and hear it
- preached on, and, secondly, the pastors who minister to the ordinary
- churchgoers, and, thirdly, theologians who regard the New Testament
as an authoritative divine revelation.

By critical studies of the New Testament (hereinafter “Critical Stud-
ies”), I mean those historical studies which either deny the authority
of the New Testament or else maintain a methodological neutrality
on the question of its authority, and which attempt, by methods that
presuppose either a denial of or neutrality about its authority, to inves-
tigate such matters as the authorship, dates, histories of composition,
historical reliability, and mutual dependency of the various books of
the New Testament.! Source criticism, form criticism, and redaction
criticism provide many central examples of Critical Studies as I mean
to use the term, but I do not mean to restrict its application to Gospel
studies. An author who argues that Paul did not write the letter to the
Ephesians or that 2 Peter was composed well into the second century
is engaged in what I am calling Critical Studies. For that matter, so ar¢

Selection taken from Hermes and Athena: Biblical Exegesis and Philosophical Theology,
edited by Thomas Flint and Eleonore Stump; PCR 1993 by University of Notre Dame

Press. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.
1. This is 2 purely stipulatory definition. My conclusions about “Critical Studies”

apply only to those studies that meet the strict terms of this definition.
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authors who argue that Paul did write Ephesians, or who (like the late
J. A. T. Robinson) argue that 2 Peter was probably composed about
A.D. 61, provided that they do not argue for those conclusions from
premises concerning the authority or inspiration of the New Testament.

I exclude from “Critical Studies” all purely textual studies, studies
that attempt to determine the original wording of the New Testament
books by the comparative study of ancient manuscripts. Thus, the well-
known arguments purposting to show that the last chapter of John
was not a part of the original composition (arguments based mainly
on a supposed discontinuity of sense in the text) belong to Critical
Studies, while the well-known arguments purporting to show that the
last twelve verses of Mark were not a part of the original composition
(arguments based mainly on the fact that important early manuscripts
do not contain those verses) do not belong to Critical Studies.

Again, a close study of a New Testament book or group of books
or idea may not be an instance of what I am calling Critical Studies,
for it may be that it does not raise questions of dates, authorship,
historical reliability, and so on, but, so to speak, takes the texts at face
value. An example of such a study would be Oscar Cullmann’s famous
Ingersol Lecture, “Immortality of the Soul or Resurrection of the
Dead?”? But it is unusual for a book or article or lecture about the
New Testament to be a “pure” example of the genre Critical Studies,
and it is even more unusual for a book or article or lecture on the New
Testament to contain no material that belongs to the genre. Most recent
works on the New Testament (to judge from the very small sample of
them that I have read) are mixtures of Critical Studies with many other
things. My term ‘Critical Studies’ should therefore be regarded as a
name for an aspect of New Testament scholarship, rather than for
something that is a subject or discipline in its own right.

It is taken for granted in many circles that pastors and theologians
must know a great deal about Critical Studies if they are to be respon-
sible members of their professions, and it has been said that even ordi-
nary churchgoers should know a lot more about Critical Studies than
they usually do. My purpose in this essay is to present an argument
against this evaluation of the importance of Critical Studies to users of
the New Testament. I present this argument first in the form of a sche-
matic outline, and proceed to fill in the detail of the argument by
commentary on and defense of the premises.

2. Oscar Cullmann, Immortality of the Soul or Resurrection of the Dead? (London:
Epworth Press, 1958).
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premise 1. If a user of the New Testament has grounds for believing that
the New Testament is historically and theologically reliable, grounds that
are independent of Critical Studies, and if he has good reason to believe
that Critical Studies do not undermine these grounds, then he need not
attend further to Critical Studies. (That is, once he has satisfied himself
that Critical Studies do not undermine his reasons for believing in the
historical and theological reliability of the New Testament, he need not
attend further to Critical Studies.)

Comment on Premise 1

The famous Rylands Papyrus, a fragment of the Fourth Gospel, has
been dated to around A.D. 130 on paleographic grounds. Clearly the
methods by which this date was arrived at are independent of radiocar-
bon dating. But if radiocarbon dating of the fragment assigned it to
the fourth century, this result would undermine—if it were incontro-
vertible, it would refute—the paleographic arguments for the second-
century date. (The radiocarbon dating would not, of course, show
where the paleographic arguments went wrong, but, if it were correct,
it would show that they went wrong somewhere.)

Premise 2. The liturgical, homiletic, and pastoral use the Church has
made of the New Testament, and the Church’s attitude toward the proper
use of the New Testament by theologians, presuppose that the New
Testament is historically and theologically reliable.

Premise 3. These presuppositions of reliability do not depend on
accidents of history, in the sense that if history had been different, the
Church might have held different presuppositions and vet have been
recognizably the same institution. If the Church’s use of the New
Testament had not presupposed the historical and theological reliability of
the New Testament, the Church would have been a radically different sort
of institution—or perhaps it would not have existed at all; perhaps what
was called ‘the Christian Church’ or ‘the Catholic Church’ would have
been a numerically distinct institution.

First Comment on Premise 3
If the Constitutional Convention of 1787 had established a political
entity called ‘the United States of America’ by uniting the thirteen
former colonies under a hereditary monarchy and an established
church, the United States would have been a radically different sort of
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political entity; perhaps, indeed, the nation that was called ‘the United
States’ would not have been the nation that is called that in fact,

If the New Testament books had never been collected into a canon
and portions of this canon read at Mass and as part of the Divine
Office, if preachers had not been assigned the task of preaching on
New Testament texts, if Christians had not generally believed that the
New Testament narratives presented a reasonably accurate account of
Jesus’ ministry, death, and Resurrection, and of the beginnings of the
Church, if they had not believed that God speaks to us in the pages of
the New Testament on particular occasions (as in the story of Au-
gustine’s conversion), if theologians had not generally believed that
their speculations must be grounded in the spirit of, and subject to
correction by the letter of, the New Testament—then the Church would
have been a radically different institution. We might in fact wonder
whether an institution that regarded what we call the New Testament as
nothing more than twenty-seven venerable but nonauthoritative books
would really be the institution that is referred to in the Nicene Creed
as the one, holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church. I think that we should
have to say that if it was the same institution, it was that institution in
a radically different form.

Second Comment on Premise 3

One might wonder why I am conducting my argument in terms of
what the Church has presupposed about the New Testament, rather
than in terms of what the Church has taught about the New Testament.
The answer is that it is much clearer what the practice of the Church
presupposes about the New Testament than it is what the Church has
taught about the New Testament, the main reason for this being that
the Church’s practice as regards the New Testament has been much
more uniform than its teaching. I grant that there can be disputes about
just what it is that a given practice presupposes, but I prefer dealing
with disputes of that sort to dealing with the disputes that would attend
any very specific attempt to define the Church’s teaching about the
New Testament.
Premise 4. There are grounds, grounds independent of Critical Studies,
for believing that whatever the Church has presupposed is true—provided
that presupposition is understood in the strong or “essential” sense
described above.

Comment on Premises 3 and 4

There are things the Church has pretty uniformly presupposed in cer-
tain periods that are false. I would say, for example, that Paul, and
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probably all first-century Christians, presupposed that Christians
would never be able to do much to change the large-scale features of
what they called the World and people today call ‘society’. This was
doubtless partly because they expected that the World was not going
to last long enough to be changed by anything, but they seem also to
have thought of Christians as necessarily held in contempt (if not ac-
tively persecuted) by those on whom the World has conferred power
and prestige. Today we know that, for good or ill, it is possible for
there to be a formally Christian society, and that even in a society that
is not formally Christian, or is formally anti-Christian, it is possible
for Christians to exert significant influence on society as a whole.

No doubt there are false presuppositions that the Church has held
uniformly from the day of Pentecost to the present, though it is not for
me, who do not claim to be a prophet, to say what they might be. The
combined force of premises 3 and 4 is this: Any such universally held
but false presupposition of the Church is not essential to the Church’s
being what it is. And (the two premises imply) any presupposition of
the Church that is essential to the Church’s being what it is is true—
or, more exactly, there are grounds for believing that it is true.

Premise 5. Critical Studies do not undermine these grounds, and there are
good reasons for believing that they do not, reasons whose discovery
requires no immersion in the minutiae of Critical Studies, but which can
be grasped by anyone who attends to the most obvious features of

Critical Studies.
These five premises entail the following conclusion:

Once users of the New Testament have satisfied themselves that Critical
Studies do not undermine their independent grounds for believing in the
historical and theological reliability of the New Testament, they need not

attend further to Critical Studies.

First Comment on the Argument
I have already said that by Critical Studies I do not mean just any
historical studies of or related to the New Testament. I have explicitly
excluded from the category of Critical Studies purely textual studies
and studies of aspects of the New Testament that, as I said, take the
texts at face value. Many other historical studies related to the New
Testament are obviously essential to pastors and theologians, and advis-
able for ordinary churchgoers who have the education and leisure to

be able to profit from them.
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Pastors and theologians should obviously know something about the
history and geography of the ancient Mediterrancan world. They
should know something about who the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Zea].
ots were, what the legal status of the Sanhedrin was, what the powers
and responsibilities of a procurator were, what it meant to be a Romap
citizen, and how an appeal to the emperor worked. They should know
something about the Jewish religion and the other religions of the Ro-
man world. They should know something about second-century Gnos-
ticism and something about its probable first-century roots. They
should know something about the social, agricultural, and legal facts
and customs, knowledge of which is presupposed in the parables of
Jesus. (I have found facts about fig trees to be enlightening.) All of this
is obvious, and a lot more that could be said in the same vein is obvious,
I mention it only to show that I do not mean to deny the obvious.

It is worth mentioning that there are historical studies that users of
the New Testament need know little if anything about, but on which
things that they must know something about are based. (The painstak-
ing comparisons of manuscripts by which our present New Testament
texts have been established would be an example, but far from the only
example, of what I mean.) It is my position not only that users of the
New Testament need know little about Critical Studies, but that noth-
ing that they need to know much about is so much as based upon
Critical Studies.?

Second Comment on the Argument

The conclusion of the argument applies to users of the New Testament
qua users of the New Testament. Consider, for example, theologians.
The conclusion is consistent with the thesis that some theologians, in

3. Many studies of the New Testament presuppose the results, or the alleged results,
of Critical Studies. The conclusion of our argument applies to such studies to the extent
that these presuppositions are essential to them. Consider, for example, the following
quotation from Professor Adams’s paper in the volume from which this essay was taken
(p. 258): “Luke’s Gospel was written in the 8os C.E. and arguably reflects the conflict
between Christian and non-Christian Jews over who is to blame for the destruction of
Jerusalem.” The thesis that Luke’s Gospel was written in the eighties is an alleged result
of Critical Studies. To the extent, therefore, that this thesis is essential to her paper (I do
not claim that this extent is very great; it seems to me that most of what Professor
Adams says in her paper could be true even if Luke’s Gospel was, as | myself believe it
to have been, written in the early sixties), the conclusion of our argument applies to her
paper. Any study of Luke that is wholly dependent on the thesis that Luke was written
well after the destruction of Jerusalem is, if our argument is sound, a study that users
of the New Testament may, if they wish, ignore with a clear intellectual conscience.
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can bi exposed.to such a judgement is Genesis 1:2. If one’s translati

says, and a mighty wind swept over the face of the waters,” in ead
of, “and the Spirit of God moved over the face of the wat’ers ”Stead
may want to know what the arguments in favor of the former r’ d(')ne
are. Qr if in one’s Bible the twenty-first chapter of John has somea e
heading as “An Ancient Appendix,” one may want to know wh(:ltSl:}c:el

ai'gumer}its are upon yvhich this editorial comment rests. No such exam
ﬁ ue n:l; t e:e is mdwndua'lly of any very great importance, but a large
er of such translations and editorial comments may combine to

. ; . -
produce an impression of the nature of the biblical texts, an impression

:::ucl; may be correct, but which certainly reflects views of editors and
nslators that are at least partly conditioned by Critical Studies. If
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inal role for the study of anatomy in the training of physicians. As to
as opposed to both the ordained clergy and the theologically
diocesan vicars of education,
and their Protestant counterparts, would agree with the proposal of

t the Bible be taught to the laity “in such
a way that the question of its authority is for the time being left to
one side and that modern biblical scholarship is taken into account at
every step. »4
The remainder of this essay will be devoted to further clarification

of some of the ideas contained in the argument and to a defense of its
t the space to perform either of these

her touch on all of the points that deserve

consideration in a very skerchy way or else be selective. 1 choose the

latter course.
The ideas that figure in the argument that are most in need of clarifi-

cation are the ideas of “historical reliability” and “theological reliabil-
ity.” The premises most in need of defense are the fourth and the fifth.
Despite the fact that the idea of theological reliability is badly in
need of clarification, I am not going to attempt to clarify it, because
that would be too large a task. 1 could not even begin to explain what
I mean by the words “The New Testament is theologically reliable’ in
the one or two pages I could devote to the topic here. I shall, therefore,
attempt to clarify only the idea of historical reliability. It is certainly
true that the idea of historical reliability is more directly related to the
topic of Critical Studies than is the idea of theological reliability. There
are plenty of people who believe that Critical Studies have shown that
the New Testament cannot be, in any sense that could reasonably be
given to these words, theologically reliable. But the primary argument
for this thesis would, surely, have to be that Critical Studies have shown
that the New Testament is not theologically reliable by showing that it
is not historically reliable. (After all, if we cannot believe the New
Testament when it tells us of earthly things, how can we believe it when
it tells us of heavenly things?)
But what thesis do 1 mean to express by the words ‘The New Testa-
ment is historically reliable’? What is meant by historical reliability?
The concept of historical reliability, although it is much simpler than

4. The quotation is taken from a sort of open letter written by Dr. Fleeseman-van

Leer to the New Testament scholar Christopher Evans, and included, under the title
“Dear Christopher,” ina Festschrift for the latter. See Morna Hooker and Colin Hickling,
eds., What about the New Testament? Essays in Honour of Christopher Evans {London:

SCM Press, 1975), p. 240.



172 The Bible, the Church, and Modern Knowledge

the concept of the i i
: ological reliability, is suffici
e Coneep! : ity, is su ficiently complex :
g ve to impose two restrictions on my discussic?n of t1}tlalt1-l, o
o . ; * 710pe
that what | these restrictions will indj
hat I would say about other aspects of the topic o?ll?te 2
1Storjx

that what I say within the scope of

cal reliability.

First, I i i i
» Nev,v ngai);ﬂ% to restrict my atte_ntlon to the narrative passages of
e e Testame tl;ep:ssa;‘ges written in the past tenses or the histcg)r? o
R e e T .utl or represc.:nts %umself as narrating the coucal
s events tone ypl}ia sign of El:ns being the frequent use of conn, -
A VZ hi tr.alses like ‘in tbose days’ and ‘about that timcec"tT
a vision, and in which tli: Eges::r::gs ltS etorms s Sl restn O);
2 vision, an . o persons and places are j 5
o (:;sax(l)cz stll))eaﬁc. (Siecondly, I am going to restrict my attelrrlltitc})l ;
there are certain styli:ti?:;dseiggsi?;;r;l s L do dhis becausg
there are yl nd vantages to my focusi '
dis attrar:tc;g a strictly dell_mlted class of events, and this Zlass 0?2 oty
more attention from those engaged in Critical Strl(ctl?et:

. ) .
han any other strictly delimited class. I will attempt to explain wh
wha

Im . o

- delznnl;z'rzzgmg that the descriptions of the words and actions of Jesus

o the narrac vli: passagcs.of the Ngw Testament are historically reliaebslus
i Whaf;;t nin m;)nd }:hath in what immediately follows, I a:;

_ - mean by this thesis and not defending i ive ‘

explanations of historical reliability, which I believe alrI;gcz)tl'linsgtl:;tthrze A
and,

in fact, mutually illuminating.

I begin wi i
b Wg n l\:;l}t)ho:} foima! exp}an_atnon——roughly, an explanation in terms
what is said in the texts is historically accurate—for

obviousl i : . .
the noﬁo);t(f)lfehr:;)tnog (}f historical reliability must be closely related to
orical accuracy. I mean b i
ment na : . . . y saying that the N -
o Jesus)riﬁtlve§ are hlstqncally reliable (as regards the wordsezlge:;l
o Tt ;11: (i) Jesus sz}ld and did at least most of the things ascribej
Jesus said ang sdeidnilrnztiﬁes’ and (ii) any false statements about what
e narratives ma in
those users of the N y contain will do no harm to
ew Testament wh
they occur i o accept them as true because
o {f : n the New Testament. But clause (ii) of this 1 caus
St; in need of an explanation €xplanation I
will explain the ide “doi
a of “doing no harm” b
a general who i : o m” by analogy. Suppose that
migsa dVCntureo (‘)Sf ﬁbg:t?lggf? cam;;lalgxfl ;?, say, Italy is separateﬁpby some
\ om all of his milit
materials. Suppose he find ary maps and reference
s a prewar guidebook i :
makes do. . ) g ook to Italy with whi
rate: its rc;l Supp obse that t_hls guidebook is in some resp}:ects ver zlclc}::
: aps, tables of distances between towns, statements abz’)ut the

width of roads,
s Wrong
materia

pame Wrong. If the gen
and as a consequence, believes all of the legends and wrong dates and

mistakenly concludes tha
dé him no
that is the
‘he later comes
into his hands in

‘be argued out of
Jot of misinformation about chu

rrelevant. So it may be t
“and acts of Jesus in the

they shall be called sons of God.”’ Suppose,

hing He might very well hav
.ents His teaching, and is in

be worse off for believing that He sai
this case with the following one:
“story of the widow’s mite into an injuncti
‘Church, even to the point of starvation,
~story would have done

. consistent with the supposition that Jesu
ascribed to Him in the Gospel narratives.
raises the question, How much?

Critical Studies of the New Testament 173

and so on are all without error. On the other hand, it

dates for lots of churches, contains much purely legendary
has Garibaldi’s mother’s maiden

| about Italian saints, and it
k, treats the guidebook as gospel,

eral, so to spea

¢ he is related to Garibaldi, it will probably
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n the present context. And if
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rches and saints and Italian patriots.
The false statements in our imaginary guidebook were militarily
hat there are false statements about the words
New Testament that are irrelevant to the spirit-

harm. At any rate,
kind of harm that is relevant 1

al warfare. Let us examine this possibility. ,
Suppose that Jesus never said, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for
however, that this is some-

e said. Suppose that it in no way misrepre-
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d these words. We may contrast
If the early Church had twisted the
on to the poor to give to the
the changed version of the

grave harm to those who believed it.

he notion of historical reliability, therefore, is
s did not say all of the things

But this statement naturally
Is it possible that these narratives

ascribe to Him lots of things He never said or did, all of them being
nevertheless things He might well have said or done? I think that there
is no contradiction in the idea that the narratives are perfect guides to
what Jesus might well have said and done, even though they are most
imperfect guides to what, in point of historical fact, He did say and do.
I do not, however, regard their having this feature as a rea) possibility. 1

My explanation of t

5. 1learn from reports in the press that the seventh Beatitude has been established
as inauthentic by the majority vote of a group of biblical scholars, and will be so marked
in the group’s forthcoming edition of the New Testament, in which the words the evange-
lists ascribe to Jesus are to be printed in four colors, signifying “certainly said,” “prob-

ably said,” “probably didn’t say,” and “certainly didn’t say.”
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believe that if very many of the ascriptions of words and acts to

in the New Testament narratives are historically false,
unlikely that any significant proportion of those ascrip
to Him things He might well have said or done,
on my reasons for believing this.
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6. Ecclesiastical History, iii, 39.

7. In correspondence, Harold W, Attridge has suggested that the various New Testa-
ment texts that have been used to justify persecution of the Jews pose a difficult problem
for my thesis about historical reliability.

In connection with this question, it is important
to realize—I don’t mean to imply that Professor Attridge is confused on this point—that
my thesis does not entail that these texts,

or any texts, have done no harm; it entails
only that, if any of these texts is not historic:

al, no one has come to any harm by believing
that it was historical, Nevertheless, I am willing to defend the strong thesis that Matthew
27:25, John 8:44, 1 Thessalonians 2:14, and Revelation 2:9 have done no harm. These

texts have indeed been used as proof-texts by persecutors of the Jews, but it seems wholly
obvious to me that only people who were already dead to both reason and the Gospel

could use them for such a purpose. As to the masses who may have been swayed by
such texts—well, they must have been pretty easy to sway. (“There are in England this
day a hundred thousand men ready

to die in battle against Popery, without knowing
whether Popery be a man or a horse.”) I doubt whether the Devil needs to quote Scripture
to get people to murder Jews or any other harmless and inoffensive people. At any rate,
I'd need a strong argument to believe that any New Testament text has been anything
more than a sort of theological ornament tacked on the racks and gas chambers, like a
cross on a Crusader’s shield. The only harm involving these texts I'm willing to concede
is this: to attempt to use Scripture

to justify murder and oppression is blasphemy, and
those who have done this may have been damned for six reasons rather than five.
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“gon of myth. What I say here pertains to the work of the Holy Spirit

in the preservation of tradition.
It was natural for primitive Christian communities to tell stories

pout what Jesus had said and done. (I continue to restrict my discus-
ion to this class of events. But what I shall say is applicable with no
~ jmportant modification to those parts of the Gospel narratives that are
about people other than Jesus, and to the Acts of the Apostles.) Every
tepOrter, lawyer, and historian knows that the stories people tell about
past events are not always entirely consistent with one another—and
therefore not entirely true. Intelligent, observant, and wholly disinter-
ested witnesses to a traffic accident will shortly afterward give wildly
different descriptions of the accident. The four ancient writers who
;provide our primary documentation of the life of Tiberius Caesar give
accounts of his reign that are at least as hard to “harmonize” as the

four gospels.™
Now let us as
“account of the things Jesus said an

gf li;he Ph,:;lrisees named Nicodemus, ... this man came to Jesus b
ingcotl.l S .. The' (liegree of historical accuracy exhibited by this pasza y
onant wit the use the Church has made of it only if (i ol
was a P.harlsee named Nicodemus who came to Jesus by niy ht ; dthere :
a certain conversation with Him about being born againg o had,
fast;age fa:s s}?ort of historical accuracy in ways that will c,i: chnﬁ the:
o those who hear it read and accept it as a historicall il
tive. As to the latter possibility—well, perhaps it isn’)t, :Z:uria mpona
. . m V
Z\;l}zth;r Iesps said t‘l“lOS.C things to Nicodemus. Perhaps (dZspitE?]Zts?lnf
acteristic depreciation of the knowledge of “the teachers of [ >
the passage has'its historical roots in a conversation Jesus ha(sir?;? )
:ﬁ;n:axgotll:{nu:impo;FaI}t person, althgugh He might well have salgg
e o ;gssao a istinguished Pharisee if the occasion had arisen.
v passage is woven tqgether from things Jesus said on severa
ifferent occasions, or perhaps it records a set speech that He deli
:nany times w1th.on1y minor variations. Perhaps the “voice” ;c::::eid
Eevil:;iﬁz:d;sdljl:;?agyf at(;v ic;mi degr;? a lilf;'erary device of the Fourtlf
s of speaking that Jesus sometimes used i
:l;zdp.resence of a few pfeople like the Apostle John, but rarely ifegv::'
‘ in conversations with strangers. All of this, and a great deal
in the same_hne, would be consonant with the Church’s use fm(;:e
; ; is—: ; If h(list};rical inaccuracies of all these kinds were presento inJ:Lax;
, and if someone heard or read th i
:Vc:‘orned his(ti:o}xl'ical ffact, it would be a hard ir?:iterﬂg 81(:11;;}: iarfd::c;
o0 accused her of deceiving that person.? If, on the other hand, Jesu
gever t.alked about being “bprn again” at all, the charge of ecclesi;gtiiai
ecFIffptlon' would have considerable merit.
o she timl'd gxplanatlon | sha.ll give of the notion of historical reliabil-
inyr ;?n 0 ?gn:al, an explana.ttlon that proceeds by describing the basis
nane':dx‘tlzso (:ls;nseefac;1 (sn(;pposmg it'to bg a fact) that the New Testament
narratives r[:l o sas td (; egree of hlstor}cgl accuracy that I have charac-
(erized for y an unctl.onally. In giving this explanation, I adapt to
the estament narratives what I have said elsewhere about a ver
1'ferent part of the Bible, the creation narrative in Genesis.!® Wh )l,
said there had to do with the work of the Holy Spirit in the tr;msforr?lta-

S

sume that God was interested in Christians’ having an

d did during the years of His public

ministry, an account that conforms to the standard of “historical relia-

bility” described above; let us in fact assume that He was sufficiently

interested in there being such an account that He was willing to take

some positive action to ensure its existence. (But let us put to one side

the question why God would have this interest.) Given the facts about

the unreliability of witnesses briefly touched on in the last paragraph,

and the many mischances that a piece of information is subject to in

the course of its oral transmission, what might God do to ensure the
existence of such an accurate account?

I suppose that no one seriously thinks that God might have chosen
to achieve this end by dictating narratives of Jesus’ ministry, Greek
word by Greek word, to some rerrified or ecstatic scribe. (People are
often accused of believing that God did this, but I have never seen a
case of anyone who admits to it.) Though I firmly believe in miracles,
I do not believe—I expect no one believes—that God’s governance of
the world is entirely, or even largely, a matter of signs, wonders, and
powers. God created the natural processes whose activity constitutes
the world. They are all expressions of His being, and He is continuously
present in them. The natural process of story formation and transmis-
sion among human beings is as much an expression of God’s being as

9- I am myself inclined to take this passage as at least very close to unadorned
is any other natural process, and there is no reason to suppose that He

Il:;tg(l)il';il faccl:t. (This is3 of course, merely one of my opinions—like my opinion that

o ehean :;:— E:h ::rc;tv::;il;ja?d not a p;rt o; my Christian faith.) If, on another shore

2 ranspire that this opini i i [

should not regard the Church as having decc:ivcdoﬁix:.l on of mine had been incorrect, |
10. See Essay s in this volume.

11. See A. N. Sherwin-White, Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament

{(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), pp- 187-1 89.
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would choose, or need, to circumvent this process to ensure the historj

cal reliability of the New Testament narratives. Nevertheless. | belieirl-

that His presence in the formation of the New Testament—a’nd more
generally, Scriptural—narratives was different from His presence, in the
formation of all other narratives, just as His presence in the formatioe

of Israel and the Church was different from His presence in the form y

tion of all other nations and institutions. v

I suppose that the New Testament writers and their communities
were chosen by God and were rather special people. I suppose that if
say, St. Lgke was told one of the bizarre stories about Jesus’ boyhooci
that survive in the apocryphal infancy gospels, the Holy Spirit took
care that his critical faculties, and, indeed, his sense of humor were
not a_sleep at the time. I suppose that if an elder of the Christian, com-
munity at Ephesus in A.D. 64 was tempted by want of funds to twist
the. story of the widow’s mite into an injunction to the poor to buy
their way into the Kingdom of God, the Holy Spirit-saw to it that his
conscience was pricked, or that no one believed his version of the story,
or that the changed story never got out of Ephesus and soon died out,
I suppose Fhat the Holy Spirit was engaged in work like this on man);
occasions in many places during the formation of the New Testament
b.oo_ks. I suppose that the Holy Spirit was at work in the Church in
s_1m11ar modes during the process of canonization and during the forma-
tion of the opinion that the canonical books were the inspired Word
of God. I suppose that (although no good book is written apart from
the Work of the Holy Spirit) the Holy Spirit is present in just this way
pnly in the formation of Holy Scripture, and that this mode of presence
is part of what we mean by inspiration. (I say ‘part of> because we are
touching here only on the narrative aspect of Scripture.)

' If I- am right, God has guided the formation of the New Testament
hlgtprlcal narratives by acting on the memories and consciences and
critical faculties of those involved in their formation. His employment
of this “method” is certainly consistent with there being historically
false statements in the New Testament. A false saying of Jesus might
ha\{e arisen and gained currency without dishonesty or conscious fabri-
cation on anyone’s part. (No doubt many did.) And if it were in His
“voice,” and if its content were consistent with His teaching, then it
would not be of a sort to be “filtered out” by the critical facillties of
those who transmitted and recorded it, however perfect the operation
of those faculties might be. The inclusion in the New Testament of such
a false saying would, as I have said, do no one any harm, for it would
by definition be consistent with His teaching. (There are many other,
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if less important, ways in which historically false but harmless ascrip-
tions of words to Jesus might arise: the attribution to Him of an appo-

- site quotation of a well-known proverb in a situation in which He said

something less memorable; the substitution of one arbitrary place-name
for another in a parable. ... ) But if this method is consistent with
there being some inauthentic sayings of Jesus in the New Testament
(the same point, of course, applies to actions), it does not seem to allow
any real possibility of a very high proportion of inauthentic sayings.
One’s critical faculties need something to work on: one cannot judge
that an alleged saying of Jesus is not the sort of thing He would have
said unless one has at one’s disposal a large body of sayings characteris-
tic of Jesus. And the only real possibility of having at one’s disposal a
large body of sayings characteristic of Jesus is this: having at one’s
disposal a large body of actual sayings of Jesus.

If the Holy Spirit has indeed been at work in the formation of the
New Testament narratives in the way I have described, what would the
results be? I think we could expect two results. First, we could expect
the narratives to be historically reliable in the formal sense. Secondly,
I think that we could expect them to look pretty much the way they
do—or at least we can say that the way they look is consistent with
their formation having been guided by the Holy Spirit in the way I
have described. In one sense, the New Testament narratives are far
from coherent. That is, while “harmonization” of the narratives is no
doubt logically possible; any attempt at harmonization is going to look
rather contrived. (The same could be said of the Tiberius sources.) But
these incoherencies are of little consequence to the people I have called
users of the New Testament, however important they may be to those
engaged in Critical Studies. Let us grant for the sake of argument—I
am in fact very doubtful about this—that it is impossible to reconcile
Jesus’ representation of Himself in John with His representation of
Himself in, say, Mark. How Jesus represented Himself to his -audiences
and to the authorities and to His disciples at various points in his
ministry is no doubt of great interest to certain scholars, but what has
it got to do with the Christian life, or with Christian ministry, or even
with Christian theology? Or does this incoherency (supposing always
that it exists) show that the Holy Spirit cannot have guided the forma-
tion of the New Testament narratives in the way I have supposed?
How, exactly, would an argument for this conclusion go?

This completes my tripartite explanation of the meaning of ‘histori-
cally reliable’. I now turn to my promised defense of premises 4 and
5. This was premise 4:
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There are grounds, grounds independent of Critical Studies, for believing
that whatever the Church has presupposed is true.

I am a convert. For the first forty years of my life, I was outside the
Church. For much of my life, what I believed about the Church was 3
mixture of fact and hostile invention, some of it asinine and some of
it quite clever. Eventually, I entered the Church, an act that involved
assenting to certain propositions. I believe that I had, and still have,
good reasons for assenting to those propositions, although I am not
sure what those reasons are. Does that sound odd? It should not, 1
mean this. I am inclined to think that my reasons for assenting to
those propositions could be written down in a few pages—that I could
actually do this. But I know that if I did, there would be many non-
Christians, people just as intelligent as I am, who would be willing to
accept without reservation everything I had written down, and who
would yet remain what they had been: untroubled agnostics, aggressive
atheists, pious Muslims, or whatever. And there are many who would
say that this shows that what I had written down could not really
constitute good reasons for assenting to those propositions. If it did
(so the objection would run), reading what I had written on those
pages would convert intelligent agnostics, atheists, and Muslims to
Christianity—or would at least force them into a state of doublethink
or intellectual crisis or cognitive dissonance. Perhaps that’s right. If it
is, then among my reasons there must be some that can’t be communi-
cated—or I lack the skill to communicate them—like my reasons for
believing that Jane is angry: something about the corners of her mouth
and the pitch of her voice, which I can’t put into words.

Philosophers are coming to realize that the fact that one cannot
articulate a set of reasons that support one’s assent to a certain proposi-
tion, reasons that are felt as having great power to compel assent to
that proposition by everyone who grasps them, does not mean that one
does not have good reasons for assenting to that proposition. And they
are coming to realize that being in this sort of epistemic situation is
not the peculiar affliction of the religious believer. Let me give an
example of this that is rather less abstract than the examples that phi-
losophers usually give, a political example. When I was a graduate
student, in the Vietnam era, it was widely believed among my friends
and acquaintances that there was something called “the socialist
world” which was at the forefront of history and which was soon
(within ten or fifteen years) to extend over the entire surface of the
globe through the agency of something called “the Revolution.” Now

Critical Studies of the New Testament 181

I believed at the time that all of this was sheer illusion. In fact, I didn’t
just believe it was sheer illusion, I knew it was sheer illusion. Neverthe-
less, although 1 knew this, if you had asked me why I thought it was
true, I could not have cited anything that was not well known to, and
which would not have been cheerfully conceded by, any reasonably

alert campus Maoist: that such-and-such a story had appeared in the

_ New York Times, that George Orwell had once said this, or that Leo-

pold Tyman was currently saying that.

A second illustration of this philosophical point is provided by phi-
Josophy itself. A philosopher I deeply respect once told me that he
could not accept any religion because there were many religions and
they disagreed about important matters. I pointed out to him that he

 himself accepted many philosophical positions that other, equally able

philosophers rejected, philosophers who knew all the arguments be
knew. (He resisted the parallel, but on grounds that are still opaque to
me.) And his situation is not unique. Every philosopher, or so it seems
to me, accepts at least some philosophical theses that are rejected by
some equally able and equally well informed philosopher. But I am not
willing to say that no philosopher knows anything philosophical.

Such examples can be multiplied indefinitely. What do you think of
psychoanalysis, the theory of evolution by natural selection, or the
Documentary Hypothesis? Someone as intelligent and as knowledge-
able as you rejects your position. Are you willing to say that this shows
that you lack reasons that support your opinions on these matters? If
so, why do you continue to hold them? (Why, in fact, did you hold
them in the first place, since you were perfectly well aware of the
disagreements I have alluded to?) If not, then it would seem to follow
that you should agree that it is possible for one to have reasons that
support a belief, even if one is unable to give an account of those
reasons that has the power to compel belief in others.

In my view, I have such reasons with respect to the propositions
assent to which is essential to membership in the Church—although,
as is typical in such cases, many will dispute this claim. One of these
propositions is the proposition that Jesus Christ (who, in addition to
being the Way and the Life, is the Truth) is the head and cornerstone
of the Church. I cannot reconcile assent to this proposition with assent
to the proposition that falsehoods are presupposed in the essential op-
erations of the Church. I have argued that the historical reliability of
the New Testament is presupposed in the essential operations of the
Church. I therefore claim to have good reasons for believing that the
New Testament is historically reliable—they are just my reasons for
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accepti iti i
epting the whole set of propositions essential to membership in the

Church. And th . X
Sofics. ose reasons are independent of the findings of Critica]

Or so I say. But are they reall i
: 1t y, can they really be, ind
the findings of Critical Studies? Some would perhaps argueegzlzgflr(l)tvvof
8, °

Among Fhe propositions essential to Christianity are certain historica|
propositions; for example, that Jesus was at one time dead and wag

later alive. Therefore (the argument proceeds), if the believer has rea-

:lc:ns for alfceptmg the propositions essential to Christianity, reasons
at actually warrant assent to those propositions, they must be partly

historical reasons, reasons of the kind that historians recognize as sup

porting a thesis about the past. (And it is in Critical Studies that

sge.the rpethpds of objective historical inquiry applied to the t kWe
sifting historical fact from myth, legend, and fancy in the Newe'lls" of
ment narratives.) I have said “some would perhaps argue...”; [ con esctia—
however, that the only people I can remember actuall};.a;'guingceth‘i:s,

way are avowed enemies of Christianity like Antony Flew. And they

of course beli?,ve that it‘ is impossible to demonstrate, on historical
%c}:t.llnds, certain of the‘historical propositions essential to Christianit
/hi e‘I would agree with them that it is impossible to demonstrate “
historical gr_ounds that, for example, Jesus was at one time dead ax(:g
was later alive, I see no merit in the thesis that the only grounds that
cguld warrant assent to that proposition are grounds of the kinds that
hlstonlans recognize. If I have, as I believe I have, good grounds fc:;l
accepting what the Church teaches, and if the Chu’rch teaches certairl;
things about the past, and if some of those things cannot be established
?y the methods recognized by historians, why should I cut myself off
rom those truths about the past by believing only those statements
about. the past that are endorsed by the method i
about the ods recognized by
I think it is worth noting that, whether the thesis that propositions
about the past should be accepted only if they can be estabﬁshed b
Fhe meth(?ds ref:ognized by historians is true or false, it is certainly
mcompanblg with Christianity. A more careful stateme,nt of the thesi};
w'ould be this: a proposition about the past should be accepted by «
given person only if that person knows (or at least has good[:'easonyto
believe) th.at. it can be established by the methods employed by histori-
ansélt\lk.)vt{ itis obvxous. that many of the historical propositions essential
to Christianity are rejected by large numbers of historians. I do not
!mo.w vw{hether it is possible for there to be a historical propo:sition that
is (i) rejected by large numbers of historians, and (ii) such that some

Ie)stablished by the methods recognized by histori
ple, it can
could know, with respect to a proposition
" pumbers of historians,
ods recognized by historians.
essential to Christianity h
educated person—if anyone—should a

of course,
“close to Gnosticism, for it entails that a
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eople know, or have good reason to believe, that its truth can be
ians. But if this is possi-

hardly be doubted that only a very well educated person

that is rejected by large
that its truth could be established by the meth-
It follows that some of the propositions
ave the following feature: only a very well
ccept them. This conclusion is,
the Gospel. It is, in fact, very

radically inconsistent with
form of knowledge accessible

only to an elite is necessary for salvation.
1 conclude that I do have grounds for accepting the historical reliabil-

ity of the New Testament that are independent of Critical Studies. As
we have seen, however, it is still possible that my grounds may be
undermined by Critical Studies. Let us therefore see what can be said

in defense of premise 5:
Critical Studies do not undermine these grounds,
reasons for believing that they do not, reasons w.
no immersion in the minutiae of Critical Studies,
grasped by anyone who attends to the most obvious

and there are good
hose discovery requires
but which can be
features of Critical

Studies.

That discoveries by those engaged in C
whatever grounds anyone may ever have
cal reliability of the New Testament is not an unkno

late Norman Perrin, for example says:
In revealing the extent to which the theological viewpoint of the evange-
list or transmitter of the tradition has played a part in the formation of
is forcing us to recognize that

the Gospel material, [redaction criticism] i
a Gospel does not portray the history of the ministry of Jesus from A.D.

27-30, or whatever the dates may actually have been, but the history of
Christian experience in any and every age. At the same time this history

of Christian experience is cast in the form of a chronicle of the ministry
of Jesus, and some parts of it—whether large or small is irrelevant at
this point—are actually based on reminiscence of that ministry. The Gos-
pel of Mark is the prototype which the others follow and it is a mixture
of historical reminiscence, interpreted tradition, and the free creativity
of prophets and the evangelist. It is, in other words, a strange mixture
of history, legend, and myth. It is this fact which redaction criticism

makes unmistakably clear.!?

ritical Studies have undermined

had for accepting the histori-
wn opinion. The

12. Norman Perrin, What Is Redaction Criticism? (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,

1969), p. 75-
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ment could be ander t0 rlgt Cz}st any doubt on the historical reliability of the New Testa-
that have not been ; fiobl only by someone who had enjoyed educational opportunities
say, however, that ?}‘::;earezstgnzv:gt(l): i)to wgom the Gospel has been preached. I would
the passage that I have quoted from Per:':ir:"rsl bc;f)t()d by anyone who could understand

textbooks. B
: appeal to wh :
continents are in motion.
that it is appro
possible for the
the arguments employed by so

 Jear Facility delivers to Governor Cuomo a long,
- for the conclusion that the facility’s reactor
4 radiation hazard. The governor, of course,
of it. So he selects ten pro

Island is safe are cogent. An
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ut this is not the sort of fact that geologists can properly
en they are asked to explain why they believe that the
) But if the “reasonable grounds™ are ones
priate for the laity to appeal to, then it is almost always
laity to find reasonable grounds for deciding whether
me group of specialists are cogent.

e director of the Six Mile Island Nu-
highly technical case
could never possibly present
doesn’t understand a word
fessors of nuclear engineering at what he
ties to evaluate the case he has been pre-

sented with. Eight say the reasoning on which the case is based is pretty
shaky, one says it’s abominable, and one—who turns out to be married
to the director of Six Mile Island—says it’s irrefutable. It seems to me
that the governor has found reasonable grounds on which to decide

whether the director’s arguments in support of the proposition Six Mile
d this is true despite the fact that he is

“on its merits”—that is, unable to

Suppose, for example, that th

recognizes as leading universi

absolutely unable to judge the case
judge it using the criteria employed by nuclear engineers.
It is not impossible, therefore, that it turn out to be a comparatively
easy matter for me to decide whether the findings of Critical Studies
undermine my grounds for believing in the historical reliability of the
New Testament. I say this in full knowledge of the fact that the field
of New Testament scholarship is as opaque to me as nuclear engineering
is (I suppose) to Governor Cuomo. 1 am aware that an academic field
is an enormously complex thing, and that it takes years of formal study
and independent research to be in a position to find one’s way about
in one of them. (Independent research in a field is absolutely essential
for understanding it. This fact leads me to take with a grain of salt
what some of my fellow philosophers who have had some seminary or
university training in New Testament studies tell me about the field. 1
think of new Ph.D.’s in philosophy from Berkeley or Harvard or Pitts-
burgh, whose mental maps of academic philosophy are like the famous
Steinberg New Yorker cover—the world as two-thirds midtown Man-
hattan—the philosophical world as two-thirds Berkeley or two-thirds
Harvard or two-thirds Pittsburgh.)
Nevertheless, some facts about New Testament studies are accessible
even to me. One of them is that many specialists in the field think—
in fact, hold it to have been demonstrated—that the New Testament
narratives are, in large part, narratives of events that never happened.
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I have quoted Perrin to this effect. On the other hand, one can easily
find respectable workers in the field who take precisely the opposite
view. In this camp I would place F. F. Bruce, John Drane, and {to my
astonishment, given Honest to God) John A. T. Robinson. Could it be
that these people are not respectable? Well, their paper or “Who's
Who” qualifications are excellent, and how else shall | judge them?
That, after all, was how I judged Perrin: if he had not had impressive
paper qualifications, I should have picked someone else to quote.
How can one expert in a field say what I have quoted Perrin ag

saying, when two other experts—as nearly simultaneously as makes
no matter—write books called The New Testament Documents: Are
They Reliable?'* and Can We Trust the New Testament? and answer
their title questions Yes? (Drane’s Introducing the New Testament's is

if anything more trusting of the New Testament than the writings of
Bruce and Robinson are.) A philosopher, at any rate, will not be at a

loss for a possible answer to this question. A philosopher will suspect

that such radical disagreement means that New Testament scholarship
is a lot like philosophy: Either there is little knowledge available in the
field, or, if there is, a significant proportion of the experts in the field
perversely resist acquiring it.!”

Is New Testament scholarship a source of knowledge? Or, more
exactly, is what I have been calling Critical Studies a source of knowl-
edge? Well, of course, the data of Critical Studies constitute knowledge;
we know, thanks to the labors of those engaged in Critical Studies,
that about ninety percent of Mark appears in closely parallel form in
Matthew, and that the phrase en tois epouraniois appears several times
in Ephesians but in none of the other letters that purport to be by Paul,

14. F. F. Bruce, The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? 6th rev. ed.
(London: Inter-Varsity Press, 1981). Bruce was Rylands Professor of Biblical Criticism
and Exegesis in the University of Manchester.

15. John A. T. Robinson, Can We Trust the New Testament? {Oxford: A. R. Mow-
bray, 1977). Robinson was the Bishop of Woolwich and the Dean of Trinity College,
Cambridge.

16. John Drane, Introducing the New Testament (New York: Harper & Row, 1986).
Drane is Lecturer in Religious Studies at Stirling University.

17. In the case of philosophy, my own view is that, while certain people know certain
philosophical propositions to be true, it would be very misleading to say that the field
of academic philosophy has any knowledge to offer. 1 consider cases of philosophical
knowledge—a particular person’s knowledge that human beings have free will, say—to
be something on the order of individual attainments. A philosopher who knows that
human beings have free will is not able to pass the grounds of his or her knowledge on
to other persons in the reliable way in which a geologist who knows that the continents
are in motion is able to pass the grounds of his or her knowledge on to other persons.

Critical Studies of the New Testament 187

and many things of a like nature. But such facts are only afs ti}x:teresnlll]lg_
the conclusions that can be drawn from tfhem. Do any of the conc

2 hat have been reached on the basis of these data constitute

o lfed e? Or, if you don’t like the word knowledge, can any of t.h.ese

l::z:;’usifns. be ’described, in Perrin’s words, as a “fact” that Critical

3 gtudies “make unmistakably clear”? (We know, thanks to the geolo-

ists, that the continents are in motion. This is a fact, \h{hlch their
ignve;tigations make unmistakably clear. Is there any thesis tha.t 'W(;
know in this sense that we can credit to the practitioners of Critica

‘studies?) 1 suppose that if any of the conclusions of Critical Studies is

known to be true, or even known to be highly probabl’e, it 1; [t)hlS}:l
Mark’s Gospel was composed before Luke’s or M.atthevx_r s, alr:.l ot |
Luke and Matthew used Mark as a source. But this thesis, while 1}t1 is
almost universally accepted (at least everyone I have read says it 1s)l, ;s
periodically been controverted by competent scholarlss, most recently l);
C. S. Mann in his Anchor commentary on Mark.'® One n}lght }\ive
wonder whether this thesis is indeed knoyn to _be true. If it is, how
can it be that Mann, who is perfectly farrgxhar .w1th a}l the argu;nents,
denies it? If it is unmistakably clear, why isn’t it unmlstakabl)_r c ekarbtlo
him? And if the priority of Mark has not been made unmistakably
clear, can it really be plausible to suppose that the rpuch more antroci
versial thesis that Mark is “a str;lngelmnfture of history, legend, an
» een made unmistakably clear?
myItva ?:sspli)cion that Critical Studies have made nothing .Of aflyf grea;
importance unmistakably clear, or even very clear at all, is rein orce
when I examine the methods of some of the acknowlgdged experts in
that field. Here I will mention only the methods of Perrin and his fe.ll.ow
redaction critics, for it is they and their predecessors, the form crm;s,
who are the source of the most widely accepted arguments for the
conclusion that the New Testament is historically unreliable; if so;nec;)ne
supposes that Critical Studies undermine my supposed grolllmds'llor O(Se;
lieving in the historical reliability of .the New Testament, he I:;]w dm ot
likely refer me to the redaction critics for‘ my refutat.lon. (No lc:ud
there are highly skeptical New Testament critics who. reject the metcl ods
of redaction criticism. I can only say that I am very ignorant and don’t
know about them. I suppose them to exist only because'lt has bf:e.n my
experience that in the world ofhsch(:)larcsl;hip el:'eryI poss;bz ?to)smon is
ied. I shall have to cross their bridge when I com .

°CCI‘1}[:;C}: flew of the skills and little of the knowledge that New Testa-

18. C. S. Mann, Mark (Garden City, N.J.: Doubleday, 1986).
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ment criticism requires. I know only enough Greek to be able painfull
to wgrk my way through a few sentences that interest me is' .t
interlinear crib, a dictionary, and the tables at the back of the, o
book. I hgve more than once wasted time looking for a famousg Dasea
of Paul’s in the wrong letter. But I do know something about real;?)ss'age
and I haw{e been simply amazed by some of the arguments em lnmg’
b_y redaction critics. My first reaction to these arguments writteP e
bit, could be put in these words: “I’'m missing somethin;; here r"ll"ll?) .
appear to be glaringly invalid arguments, employing methods tr;m -
ently engineered to produce negative judgments of authenticity. B S?ar-
one, however badly he might want to produce a given set o?col:) lno
sions, would ‘cook’ his methods to produce the desired results uitc o
.transparently. These arguments must depend on tacit premisesq o
ises that. redaction critics regard as so obvious that they don’t,blz:l:n-
to mention them.” But this now seems to me to have been the wr .
reaction, for when I turn to commentaries on the methods of the rec;) -
tion critics by New Testament scholars, I often find more or less 2:;
Ic::‘ir:ec;xltclizrzlsi toyf. them—although, naturally enough, unmixed with my
I cquld cite more than one such commentary. The one I like best is
an article !)y Morna Hooker, now Lady Margaret Professor of Divinit
in Cgmbrldge University. The article is called “On Using the \Wrony
Tool,”"® and it articulates perfectly the criticisms I would have madg
of the methods of redaction criticism if I had been as knowled eable
as she and had not been hamstrung by my outsider’s fear thatgther:
bad_ to be something I was missing. If Professor Hooker, as she is now,
is right, I-have certainly not missed anything: All of t,he premises OE
the redaction critics are right out in the open. If she is wrong—well
hqu can I an outsider, be expected to pay any attention to redactior;
criticism? If its methods are so unclear that the future Lady Margaret
Professor couldn’t find out what they were, what hope is chre forgrne’
I might ‘add that Professor Hooker’s witness is especially impressive t(;
an ouFSIder .like me because she does not criticize the methods of the
redaction critics in order to advance the case of a rival method of her
own;.rather, their methods are the very methods she herself accepts
Shg dlff(_ers from a committed and confident redaction critic like PerriI;
mainly in her belief that these methods can’t establish very much—
perhaps that certain logia are a bit more likely on historical grounds
to be authentic than certain others—and she adheres to these methods

19. Morna Hooker, “On Using the Wrong Tool,” Theology 75 (1972): §70—581.
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only because (in her view) these methods are the only methods there
are. (But if she accepts Perrin’s methods, she would appear to dissent
from one of his premises: that, owing to the pervasive influence in the
formation of the Gospels of the theological viewpoints of the transmit-
ters and evangelists, the Gospel narratives are intrinsically so unreliable
as historical sources that, in the absence of a very strong argument for
the authenticity of a given saying, one should conclude that that saying
is not authentic. If 1 understand Hooker, however, she would say in
such a case that nothing can be said about its authenticity; she would
conclude that a saying was inauthentic only if there were good argu-

" ments—arguments relating to the content and Gospel setting of the

particular saying—for its inauthenticity.)

I conclude that there is no reason for me to think that Critical Studies
have established that the New Testament narratives are historically
anreliable. In fact, there is no reason for me to think that they have
established any important thesis about the New Testament. I might, of
course, change my mind if I knew more. But how much time shall I
devote to coming to know more? My own theological writings, insofar
as they draw on contemporary knowledge, draw on formal logic, cos-
mology, and evolutionary biology. 1 need to know a great deal more
about these subjects than I do. How much time shall I take away from
my study of them to devote to New Testament studies (as opposed to
the study of the New Testament)? The answer seems to me to be: very
little. 1 would suggest that various seminaries and divinity schools
might consider devoting a portion of their curricula to these subjects
(not to mention the systematic study of the Fathers!), even if this had
to be done at the expense of some of the time currently devoted to
Critical Studies.

Let me close by considering a tu qguoque. Is not philosophy open to
many of the charges I have brought against Critical Studies? Is not
philosophy argument without end? Is not what philosophers agree
about just precisely nothing? Are not the methods and arguments of
many philosophers (especially those who reach extreme conclusions)
s0 bad that an outsider encountering them for the first time might well
charitably conclude that he must be missing something? Must one not
-devote years of systematic study to philosophy before one is competent
to think philosophically about whether we have free will or whether
there is an objective morality or whether knowledge is possible’—and
yet, is one not entitled to believe in free will and knowledge and moral-

ity even if one has never read a single page of philosophy?
Ego quoque. If you are not a philosopher, you would be crazy to
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go to the philosophers to find anything out—other than what jt i
that the philosophers say. If a philosopher tells you that you mugg
on methodological grounds, since he is the expert, take his word fo;
something—that there is free will, say, or that morality is only convep.
tion—you should tell him that philosophy has not earned the right ¢¢
make such demands. Philosophy is, I think, valuable. It is a good thing
for the study of philosophy to be pursued, both by experts and by *
amateurs. But from the premise that it is a good thing for a certain :
field of study to be pursued by experts, the conclusion does not follow
that that field of study comprises experts who can tell you things you
need to attend to before you can practice a religion or join a political
party or become a conscientious objector. And from the premise that
it is a good thing for a certain field of study to be pursued by amateurs, -
the conclusion does not follow that anyone is under an obligation to -
become an amateur in that field.

This is very close to some of the depreciatory statements I have
made about the authority of Critical Studies. Since I regard philosophy
as a Good Thing, it should be clear that I do not suppose that my
arguments lend any support to the conclusion that the critical study of
the New Testament is not a Good Thing. Whether it is, I have no idea.
I don’t know enough about it to know whether it is. 1 have argued
only that the very little I do know about Critical Studies is sufficient -
to establish that users of the New Testament need not—but I have said
nothing against their doing so—attend very carefully to it.?°

20. Iam grateful to Ronald Feenstra for his generous and careful comments on this
essay, which were included in the volume in which this essay was originally published.
I am also grateful to Harold W. Attridge, who sent me a long and thoughtful letter about
various of the points raised in the essay. I have tried to address one of his concerns in
note 7. I should also like to express my indebtedness to the writings of Professor E. L.
Mascall, particularly his Theology and the Gospel of Christ: An Essay in Reorientation
(London: SPCK, 1977), which directed me to many of the authors I have cited.



