Religious History

of Western Europe, 1500-present
Rise of Biblical Criticism
Introduction--The task we face in this portion of the course is to understand the intellectual context of the development of a critical attitude towards the Bible, principally in the English speaking world and then on the continent.  This sort of examina-tion could begin in the middle ages or the reformation, but owing to time and space limitations I plan to start with the late seventeenth-century and early eighteenth-century English deists, such as John Toland, to make sense of their questions about the Bible as a source of religious authority and as an ancient text, and what relationship these questions had to the broader social and intellectual concerns of their age.  The crucial age of cri-ticism was, of course, the nineteen century, so we will to exa-mine that period also.  However, the amount of material to cover is massive, so we will confine ourselves primarily though not exclusively to criticism of the New Testament.  This will illus-trate sufficiently the intellectual and social aspects of the rise of critical Biblical studies and its affect on contemporary religion.

English Deism--English religious attitudes after 1660 celebrated the reasonable as an antidote to the "fanaticism" and "enthusiasm" of the civil wars and interregnum periods.  Various English thinkers, sometimes called latitudinarians, branded as extreme any religious expressions which suggested immediate knowledge of God or private assurance of His will.  In the same vein the deists in the eighteenth century were men of letters and thoughtful laymen who rejected religion based on revelation, and embraced instead "natural religion."  Natural religion was religion derived from allegedly self-evident truths about human nature, ethics and God available to men through reason.  It reduced Christianity to a system of ethics functioning in the context of a law-governed universe created by God but not subject to His active intervention.  Salvation in this scheme consisted of governing one's life by these rational, self-evident ethical principles, which Jesus had made clear by story and example.  This same Jesus, rather than being a supernatural messianic figure, was simply a great ethical teacher whose sensitivity gave Him immediate and profound grasp of God's basic character and expectations of man.  An early English deist who thought in this way was Charles Blount, publishet of a new edition of the works of Philostratus on the ancient miracle-worker Apollonius of Tyana, a Phythagorean social reformer.  Tucked away in the notes were critical remarks which questioned the miraculous birth of Christ.  In Oracles of Reason Blount rejected mediation from his understanding of religion.  Blount argued in Great is Diana of the Ephesians that self-interested priests invented the ideas of rites, ceremonies and above all, sacrifices, to bleed more money out of ordinary people.  In this he echoed a constant theme of deistic and rationalistic religion.  Religion orginally had been rationalistic or "reasonable," but "priests" or professionaly religious men debased and corrupted it through the introduction of cultic elements.

Deism--From Blount's book Summary Account of the Deists Religion we learn much about deist views of religion and conse-quently the Bible.  Deists thought God to be the supreme and perfect being of the universe who was not worshipped through images, sacrifices, mediation, but in a positive way by inviol-able adherence in one's life to God's limitless perfection.  God was a Being of love, not fear, who created the world for the good of its creatures.  So, true religion must be for the good of His creatures.  It is in this respect that Blount joined with John Spencer who contended in rationalistic fashion that the Jews in the OT borrowed their sacrificial system from the Egyptians.  Since God was concerned with the good of His people, He took no delight in a religion of endless details and external customs. Blount had a very optimistic view of the world, for he assumed natural religion to be adequate for mankind apart from any need of revelation.  Yet, he hesitated to question or to criticize the details of the OT and its cultic system.

John Toland--This deistic tradition continued in the work of John Toland and his book Christianity not Mysterious (1696).  Toland di not reject Christianity, as has been claimed before, for he presupposed the truth of Christian revelation.  However, he did think it necessary to defend it before the absolute bar of reason, before which even Christianity had to defend itself.  For Toland reason is a critical standard of judgment or what is clear and distinct.  Following Locke, he rejected the possibility of knowing "essences," or what things are "in themselves" as Kant would later put it.  In the case of Christianity this means having no mysterious elements, or nothing about it which is beyond human reason or capabilities to understand.  To know something, including something religious, we must have, Toland said, "an adequate idea" or a "distinct view of all its properties at once."  This of course reflects the epistemo-logical optimisim of the Enlightenment.  Everything God reveals to us in religion is something of which we are capable of having an adequate idea.  It must further be useful and necessary for our lives, if it is to be considered genuinely Christian.  Toland did not spend alot of time on miracles in the Bible, except to define them in such a way as to rule them out in most instances.  He does allow miracles by Jesus, however, though most of the OT is understood in as natural terms as possible.  He is guided by the presupposition that whatever is in the New Testament must contain doctrines consonant with natural reason and our ordinary ideas.  The purpose of the Gospel, according to Toland, is piety toward God and peace on earth.  Among many other topics discus-sed, Toland is very interested in the early history of Christian-ity, particularly the formation of the canon.  He discusses so-called "lost gospels" mentioned in patristic literature, and notes the extensive list of apocryphal material ascribed to Christ and His apostles but not incorporated into the New Testa-ment at the formation of the canon in the second century.

Anthony Ashley Cooper--The attitude of the Third Earl of Shaftesbury toward the Bible represents a distinct and new age of Biblical appreciation.  His writings contain both Stoic and Platonic themes, partly as a result of his considerable reading of the literature of antiquity.  Shaftesbury had great interest in the role of human beings as moral agents and consequently for ethics which meant he often recapitulated important humanistic concerns of the Renaissance and the later Romantic movement.  Shaftesbury believed humans had a disposition to do good, which in his thought meant a capacity to live in accordance with the harmony present in the ordered universe (very Newtonian) and as taught by the natural ordinances of life in this world.  So, it was "natural" for humans to act well, which meant essentially there was no real need for divine inspiration, grace or forgive-ness to develop this ethical quality.  It means ethics is "instinctive" or "innate," and certainly independent of any form of normative revelation as a criterion for human conduct, even in the form of natural law, much less in the form of a divine will communicated in the Bible.  Shaftesbury in effect established the "devoutest" part of religion on purely this-worldly traits:  "to love the public, to study universal good, and to promote the interest of the whole world . . . is surely the height of goodness, and makes that temper which we call divine."

Revelation--Fundamentally, Shaftesbury makes no place for revelation either.  In his Inquiry concerning Virtue or Merit Shaftesbury divorces feelings of good and evil from knowledge of God.  Official Christianity, Shaftesbury thought, taught a God who was capricious, vengeful and cruel, the worship of whom could only deceive man.  Similarly, Shaftesbury cannot have anything to do with the God of the Bible whose contingency is irreconcilable with Shaftesbury's emphasis on order.  Shaftesbury's God is "a priori" bound by the pre-existing moral order through which man declares God to be just, righeous and true.  This moral order is independent of the Bible and valid in in itself.  Any ethical norms found in Scritpure in additional to those commended to rea-son from this moral order were superfluous.  Not surprisingly, Shaftesbury was quite critical of OT events and institutions.  He eagerly took up the position that much of it was derived from Egyptian institutions and concepts about religion.  Shaftesbury, then, is one of the first in the English world to advance the claim that any critically thinking Christian must be skeptical of the Biblical tradition.  He is the first to develop this prin-ciple as a theoretically formulated methodological postulate.  First and foremost he is skeptical of revelation, since he had never personally experienced the reception of divine revelation and had never witnessed a miracle.  In general, however, he is very vague about the value of the Bible, preferring to approach it with wit or "good humour" concealing his actual assent or rejection.  Shaftesbury produced or articulated what had come to be a new attitude towards the Bible in seventeenth and eighteenth-century England.  He remained faithful to the Humanis-tic tradition but abandoned its nominalistic roots in the will of God and therefore in the Bible, he made absolute the Realist line of natural law which went back to the Scholastics.  The Bible became principally a formal authority--formal to the degree that every group read its own perspective into the Bible and divided it by their own criteria into fundamentals and peripherals.  By showing that ethics was part of the natural order, Shaftesbury showed that the revelation in the Bible could be dispensed with.  Consequently, he never made any attempt to demonstrate from the Bible those ethics which are evident to the reason of all mankind in nature.  Shaftesbury granted the miraculous elements to Jesus' life and was very respectful of St Paul, although he was uncer-tain to what degree God had communicated to Paul.

Modern Critical Studies--Much more could be said about the deists, the political situation in which they wrote and their subscription to Whiggish principles.  However, what we have covered indicates they began in part a great change in the atti-tude of "men of letters" towards the authority of the Bible, its historical and ethical value and the formation of the Christian canon.  What remained was for this attitude to be adopted by those ingaged in Biblical studies as a profession or academic pursuit.  While it is somewhat arbitrary to fix an exact time for the genesis of a critical approach to the Bible, certainly the middle of the eighteenth century seems reasonable (every pun intended).  One may compare the view of Johann August Ernesti in his book Instruction for the Interpreter of the New Testament (1761) with Johann Salomo Semler's Treatise on the Free Investigation of the Canon (1771-75).  Ernesti noted the histori-cal differences in the OT and NT which required that they be interpreted differently.  Further, he insisted that one undertake interpretation without regard to the consequences for ecclesiast-ical "dogma" or established theological beliefs associated with a particular portion of Christianity.  Instead, he argued that interpretation could only be based upon grammatical considera-tions.  In effect he was preparing the way for a purely "histor-ical" understanding of the NT.  Semler, on the other hand, was primarily concerned with the transmission and nature of the Biblical text, which led him to the conclusion that the NT canon had undergone an historical development, growing by degrees and therefore not capable of being "inspired" or "authoritative."  The canon, he contended, was the product of the judgment of ecclesiastical authorities, so that the thoughtful reader could keep an open mind on the nature and extent of the NT corpus.  This meant for Semler the NT canon was an historical not a theo-logical problem, which is an early and clear example of the so-called historical-critical approach to Scripture and dogma.

Historical-Critical Principles=Semler treated the OT as a religious book separate from that of Christianity, so he rejected the unity and coherence of the two Testaments.  He viewed Judaism and Christianity as two distinct and independent religions, each of which had their own religious books requiring different exe-getical methods.  Studying the OT, then, had no inherent connec-tion with the Christian religion, nor could OT books define, even partially, the basis or content of Christianity.  Semler was con-vinced that the universality and internal character of Christian-ity had replaced the national particularism and external nature of Judaism, even though the new faith contained vestiges of the old which critical theology was obligated to detect and to expunge.  In Versuch eines fruchtbaren Auszuges der Kirchenges-chichte des Neuen Testaments  Semler insisted that proper inter-pretation of the NT meant a dependence upon historical sources, interpreting the history of the early church on purely naturalis-tic principles, use of psychology to assist in understanding the historical development of religion, and recognition that develop-ment had taken place in the history of the church itself.  Implicit in these principles was the idea that Christianity's doctrinal formulations were historically contingent and therefore subject to historical criticism as a preface to theological evaluation.  So, for example, dogmatic formulations of the early church were made in response to cultural situations which no longer were pertinent, and it was the task of historical-critical studies to determine which dogmatic formulations most appropriate to the present-day situation of the church.

Michaelis--Johann David Michaelis published in 1750 Introduction to the Divine Scritpures of the New Covenant, in which he carried on the critical textual studies already begun by R. Simon.  In the bulky 2 vol. 1788 edition, however, Michaelis added a comprehensive discussion of the historical development of the New Testament along lines insisted upon by Semler.  In effect Michaelis issued the first NT introduction in which the questions of language, textual criticism and the origin of the various writings received extended consideration.  Michaelis, for example, decided that the synoptic gospels were mutually depen-dent upon one another but instead drew their material from "other apocryphal gospels."  This was one of the first presentations of what we might call the Urevangelium hypothesis ("original lost gospel").  Further, Michaelis suggested that the Gospel of John had some relationship to gnosticism, and he questioned the apos-tolic origin of some of the NT materials.  Michaelis, for example, doubted the apostolic origin of the Greek text of Mat-thew, which he assumed was a translation of an Aramaic or Hebrew text, and did not consider Mark, Luke, James or Acts as aposto-lic.  He admits the NT is no longer a whole to be explained by its several parts and leaves open the question of divine origin wherever he cannot definitely assert the apostolic composition of a document.  He is adament that it is impossible to base the inspiration of the NT upon an inner witness of the Holy Spirit or upon demonstrated moral value, which brings up a fundamental problem in the entire critical enterprise.

The Historical-Critical Enterprise--If the NT is supposed to be inspired and included in the canon because of divine certification through the Holy Spirit, then how can it have divine revelatory authority if humanly-devised criteria possess superior judgment value in determining the instrinsic worth or inspired nature of these books?  It is this sort of question which nagged at the heels of practitioners of critical methodology and caused many to abandon or reject traditional views of Scripture "only with much heart-searching and not a little regret."  In the process critics were forced to define their task carefully.  "Higher criticism," according to James Orr, concerned the origin and structure of documents, an effort to determine age, authorship, mode of composition and so forth, while "historical criticism" refers to attempted historical reconstruction of the events contained in the documents (which means one must devise criteria for determining the "historicity" of those events).  The key assumption, however, is that in making sense of the Biblical text one should proceed irrespective of one's beliefs in the nature of the Bible treating it as one would any other piece of antique literature.  Further, critics assumed that whatever was divine or eternal or of special value in Scripture is best seen when Scripture is studied "like any other book."  In the nineteenth century English critics claimed their critical methods were "disinterested" and "in accordance with scientific methods" resulting in "scientific certainty."  This suggests once again revising views of Scripture in accordance with dominant cultural and intellectual trends, applying assumptions about the past and literary texts devised and promoted in the Early Modern and Modern world.  Of course at the center of the storm over critical views of Scripture was the question of what do we now know about Jesus?  Who was He and what did He teach?  This led to the so-called "quest-for-the-historical-Jesus.

The Quest for the "Historical Jesus"--Although these inves-tigators and scholars did not try to fit the NT writings into a proposed history of primitive Christianity, particularly with regard to their speculations about the origins of the Gospel accounts, it is apparent that they thought there was a gap between the actual or assumed events recorded in the NT material and the construction of these literary materials.  This suggested that there was an older historical tradition incorporated in the gospels which through careful analysis might be recovered.  This would in addition "explain" the historical development of the NT and Christianity widely assumed in the late eighteenth century to as yet unexplained.  Of course the central point of contention in this regard was the "true" life and character of Jesus.  Specifi-cally, the so-called "historical" Jesus or the Jesus who was "behind" the gospel accounts, presumably, given the rationalistic and historicist philosophical presuppositions of these scholars, the "real" historical figure embellished by miracles and the supernatural in the gospel accounts.  One man who took the initiative in this so-called "quest for the historical Jesus" was Herrmann Samuel Reimarus, a teacher of Oriental languages in Hamburg who had undertaken an extensive critique of Christianity from a deistic perspective "in order to quiet his conscience."  Reimarus found himself trying to separate what the apostles presented in their writings from what Jesus had actually said and taught in his lifetime.  In his reconstruction of early church history Reimarus presented Jesus was a Jew who preached the nearness of the Messianic kingdom in a secular sense, but when he was executed his followers came up with the idea of a suffering spiritual redeemer for the whole race to keep the movement alive.  In rewriting early Christian history on the basis of naturalistic and or rationalistic presuppositions, reducing Jesus's "true teachings" to a set of simple ethical precepts or in emphasizing the eschatological urgency in a Jewish sense of Jesus's teachings, Reimarus laid the basic patter for the "quest" for the next two centuries in western Biblical scholarship.

Contributions of G.W.F. Hegel--One of the giants of German philosophy in the nineteenth was G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831).  Hegel, however, devoted himself most intensely to religion as a prolegomena to philosophy, and his religious/theological ideas affected at least one important figure in the "quest for the historical Jesus" project.  In Hegel's early theological writings he believed the historical peson of Jesus to be the truth.  This was in the context of a problem with which many Enlightenment thinkers had wrestled.  How could the eternal and universal truths of religion be contained and expressed in a particular historical event?  Hegel also claimed early on that the human spirit was fully realized only in spiritual unity with the divine.  Since Jesus manifested this unity, this was the sense in which he was divine as well as human.  Hegel regarded the Judaism of Jesus' time as the most authoritarian religion ever devised.  However, the religion of Jesus was one of sheer inwardness in which the spirit of God was so identified in love with the inner workings of Jesus's human spirit that divine authority and the human authority of conscience and reason were one.  In this way the conflict between the "giveness" of revealed religion and the free autonomy of the rational moral self was overcome.  The task of life was to reconcile a free self to the natural world of brute fact, the world of fate.  In his Phenomenology of Spirit Hegel argued that nature (not a "thing in itself" but an object relating to a thinking subject) and mind (what is conscious of what is "out there") existed in polarity, and it was the task of spirit to bring them into unity.

Religion in Hegelian Thought--Hegel thought religion to be the endeavour of reason, which is the active principle of spirit, to overcome the opposition between the objective world and the subjective self and to bring them into unified fulfillment.  To perform this religion must constantly be integrated into the spirit and culture of a society in which it functions.  So, its images and doctrines must change and develop with changing times and circumstances.  In Jesus Hegel argued one sees the perfection of religion because he rejected the external authoritarian God of Judaism in favor of inwardness and spontaneity.  Jesus was the ultimate identity of subjective and objective spirit in that He was complete love, the perfect union of these two modes.  Hegel was convinced that organized religion, Catholic and Protestant, had betrayed the religion of Jesus by transforming His truth into external authority and structure.  This is a very simplisitc and abbreviated version of Hegel's thought, but it must be noted so as to make understandable a division among scholars around the turn of the nineteenth century.  There were left and right wing Hegelian disciples.  The Right wing tended to emphasize the primacy of the subjective spirit and traditional belief in God as absolute spirt, even though they followed Hegel in eliminating the supernatural from the Gospel accounts which offended rationalists.  Since the created order was an expression of spirit, the supernatural was unimportant for Hegel, for he believed he had transcended the nature/supernatural conflict through the dialectic of the subjective and objective spirit (striving for resolution and expression in the world spirit which was the driving force of history).  The leftwing Hegelians focused upon objective spirit, i.e. matter rather than mind, to facts rather than concepts, causal relations rather than the interplay of ides, and to objects rather than to consciousness.  In effect they reintroduced the conflict between spirit and nature which Hegel thought he had resolved and transcended.  Positivism and technology of course only intensified this resurrected conflict in the nineteenth century.

David Strauss--David Strauss (1808-74) worked from a Hegelian perspective, asking what parts of Christianity could be relegated to "form" (the changing and developing ways in which religion manifested itself in a particular culture) and therefore discarded and what parts were "idea" or manifestations of reason trying to overcome the opposition of objective nature and the subjective self and to bring them into unity.  Here was the possibility of separating the historical Jesus (form) from the divine Christ (idea or world spirit), since the critical historian before he can reconstruct the past must understand the presuppositions and conceptual modes of the era in question.  In 1835-36, having been moved to T_bingen as a private seminary tutor, Strauss published Das Leben Jesu, kritisch bearbeitet (The life of Jesus critically examined) in two volumes.  It aroused such a storm of criticism that Strauss lost his position.  Strauss answered the numerous refutations in Streitschriften (Polemical Writings) in 1837, and then moderated his views, particuarly about the Gospel of John in the third edition of his Life of Jesus (1838-39), but restored the original radical text in the fourth edition of 1840.

Life of Jesus--The Life of Jesus was an epoch-making work which led some to claim that 1835 was the revolutionary year of modern theology.  What made this comprehensive and historical work so engaging was that Strauss plays off a rationalistic view of the gospels against a traditional conservative view to show that both interpretations, he thought, were untenable.  In their place he puts a "mythic" view.  It should be noted that scat-tered through the work one may reconstruct much of the historical life of Jesus, but the impression as a whole is that Strauss had pretty much demolished the historicity of the gospel accounts.  Strauss was dogmatic that Jesus knew himself to be the Messiah.  But what did Strauss mean by "myth"?  After all it was an idea already applied to Christianity be Ferdinand Baur and W.M.L. de Wette, which had appeared in the form of poetic saga, particu-larly in the OT.  "Myth" for Strauss (remember he is a Hegelian) meant the expression of the self-unfolding Absolute or "idea" (by which Hegel meant God Himself) in the form of an historical account.  We might say it was the expression of universal truth in historical garb, even if the alleged historical events are fabrications or inventions of the author.  So narratives about Jesus were not expressions of historical "fact" but the reflections of his earliest followers on the meaning of His life, or their attempt to express these "universal truths" through the impressions Jesus made upon them (including what they made up about Him to get these points across).  Since first century gospel writers allegedly used myth and legend as common modes of expression, which involved neither falshood nor "scientific" history, the nineteenth-century NT scholar must translate the substance of myth and legend into discursive scientific history.

Interconnected--Since history assumed the interconnectedness and homogeneity of all events, Strauss observed that "myth" surfaced in the NT in the case of alleged miracles or other unusual "disturbances" of the chain of events.  On the positive side anything expressed in poetic form probably indicated the presense of mythical elements.  Specifically, Strauss identified "myth" in the gospels as anything based upon Messianic expectations or Jewish ideas from the time of Jesus and anything having to do with personal impressions left by Jesus upon someone.  Using this apparatus Strauss worked his way through the gospel material to produce a thoroughly historical and human Jesus about whom we actually had very little reliable information.  He was from Galilee, baptized by John, rejected in Nazareth, tried by the Romans but everything else Strauss determined to be "mythical."  Strauss defended his destructive criticims by arguing that Christians had gained more than they had lost.  By relinquishing the historical reality of the gospel narratives, the church could preserve the aboslute truth the narratives expressed.  Strauss thought the central truth behind all the myths of the Gospels was the idea of the incarnation of God in man, which was a manifestation of the eternal spirit's motion in terms of thesis, antithesis and synthesis (self-unfolding of the Absolute).  Of course the problem here was that if Strauss's mythical reconstruction was true, then the Christian community had invented certain "absolute" truths and enshrined them about the historical Jesus.  Then, the church proceeded to base its "faith" (i.e. its claims to absolute truth) on the things it had just invented!

F.C. Baur--One of Strauss's teachers at the seminary in Maulbronn was Ferdinand Christian Baur, who was the greatest student of historical theology in the nineteenth century by many estimates.  Baur tried to present a positive view of the history of primitive Christianity through a critical study of the gospel narratives.  In 1826 he accepted a post at T_bingen as professor of historical theology.  In this post Baur published some fairly conservative studies of the primitive Christian sources.  His study of the Book of Acts, for example, while recognizing two competing parties in the early church, one believing Christianity had to be reconciled with Judaism and the other doubting that Jews could be converted to Christianity, nonetheless viewed the book as thoroughly historical and accurate.  In other instances Baur found opposition to Paul from a Petrine party.  In so doing he felt he had demonstrated through pure exegetical methods that the history of primitive Christianity was affected by the inter-play of human conflict and developed within the nexus of just such a conflict.  Late, however, in 1835 Baur seemed to believe that some of the letters attributed to Paul were in fact written by his followers in the early church to bring to bear his enor-mous authority against people who were taking up gnostic ideas and needed authoritative rebuke that only Pauline authorship could deliver.  In effect Baur established permenantly in crit-ical NT scholarship the idea that historical criticism is com-plete only when one establishes the historical place and perhaps time of origin of a writing within the framework of primitive Christian history.  Unfortunately, Baur's later writings show an increased susceptibility to Hegelian philosophy and a tendency to see the Pauline/Petrine conflict in the primitive church as an example of thesis, antithesis and synthesis and other Hegelian philosophical paraphernalia.  By 1845 in fact he had decided that the Book of Acts because of its "apologetic and irenic" tenden-cies to set aside the alleged conflict between Paul and Peter should not be regarded as historically reliable.

Gospel Research--Baur also published in 1847 Kritische Untersuchungen _ber die kanonische Evangelien (Critical Studies of the canonical Gospels), in which he took issue with Strauss about the so-called "historical Jesus."  Since the Gospel of John purportedly tries to express the idea of the glory and divine dignity of Jesus, it comes late in the history of the primitive church when the other bitter conflicts Baur detected between Pauline and Petrine parties had declined.  It can, therefore, be dismissed as an eyewitness source for the life of Jesus.  But while Strauss described the Synoptic gospels as mythical, Baur argues for their value has historical sources for Jesus, superior to that of John.  Baur believed that only Matthew showed no ten-dency to take sides in the polemics which marked the primitive church.  It portrayed Jesus as the fulfiller of the Jewish law which enables us to understand the origins of Christianity within Judaism.  The importance of Baur's work is that he rescued the gospels as historical sources for the life of Jesus from the negative-critical position of Strauss, and played the gospel of John over against the Synoptics in assessing the development of primitive Christianity.  Baur, of course, cannot escape his rationalistic heritage.  When Jesus speaks of His quick return to earth following His resurrection, Baur says Jesus could not pos-sibly have said such a thing, which is a product of philosophical presuppositions not exegesis or an objective examintion of the sources of early Christianity.  Yet, Baur managed to put on firm footing the contention that the basis and presuppositions of all that is a part of the history of the development of Christian consciousness is Jesus and His teachings.  But again in a ration-alistic vein Baur cast aside the person of Jesus and His eschato-logical expectations in favor of His moral teachings which Baur argued were the core of His religious proclamations.  Whatever objections one may have to Baur's methods and conclusions, and there are many, he did recognize two problems to which NT scholarship has devoted itself up to the present:  the arrange-ment of the NT writings in an historical perspective; and under-standing the sequence and historical development of the NT world of ideas.  Further, Baur made clear the fundamental significance of the historical understanding of the person and proclamation of Jesus.

Three Developments--Writing in an intellectual environment of faith in natural law and the critical powers of human reason, these scholars illustrate a new understanding of religion and the Bible in particular in at least three ways.  First, they are quite leary of supernaturalism and prefer reason to revelation as an authoritative avenue to truth.  Consequently, moral norms reside not in revelation but in human reason and conscience.  Second, the historical-critical method considers history a closed continuum, an unbroken series of causes and effects in which there is little or no room for supernatural intervention.  All historical events must be capable of explanation by antecedent historical causes and understood by analogy to other historical experiences.  If these criteria are not met, then one presumes using the Enlightenment/post-Enlightenment presuppositions that the events in question never took place or at best not in the way depicted.  This led in turn to a third assumption.  The Bible itself must be the product of historical development, including editorial or redactional manipulation, reliance upon sources and traditions just as other authors have done, and certainly not a verbatim transcript of events as one might otherwise assume.  Under these assumptions proponents of critical Biblical studies put into question, at least in the traditional sense, the idea of objective revelation, of God "speaking" and "acting" in human history in the literal way described in the Biblical materials, so that it was generally thought that the narratives were fictitional embellishments or combinations of both real and fictitional events.  Such erosion of confidence in the historicity of the Bible made it very difficult to accept it as authentic and authoritative divine revelation in the orthodox sense and demanded that some observer sympathetic to the critical position devise an alternative understanding of revelation.  It also brought up the serious question of in what sense did religion, Christianity in particular, provide man with objective, verifiable truth on the same level as the "truth" offered by experimentation and observation, and in what sense could one place any existential confidence in the allegedly redemptive provisions held out in the Bible?  The ultimacy of the issues at stake were evident to all observers.  Predictably, as we will see shortly, the answer was some sort of humanistic subjectivism finding religious meaning through intuition or by imitating the process of "finding" significance in Biblical events to satisfy contemporary needs.
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