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ABSTRACT 

The question which this thesis proposes to answer is: on 

what basis did David Friedrich Strauss, in his The Life of Jesus 

Critically Examined (1835-36), form his judgments on the non

historicity of traditions about Jesus? 

Part of the answer is available in Strauss's explicit 

criteria of non-historicity (e.g., irreconcilability of events 

with known and universal laws, internal inconsistency, coherence 

with existing ideas prevailing in the circles from which the 

narrative came, etc.). Part of it, however, lies in the influence 

on his gospel criticism of Strauss's ulterior convictions and 

purposes (e.g., his prior agreements with Hegel, his conception 

of myth, his practise of the dialectical method of criticism). 

This requires giving an account of both the formulation of the 

criteria for judgments of non-historicity and Strauss's actual 

practise of gospel criticism. The thesis is conceived as a preli

minary study pertinent to the contemporary question of adequate 

criteria for historical-Jesus research. 

vi 



INTRODUCTION 

Certain ~reat literary works so focus the questions of 

their time that thereafter everyone must deal with them in a new 

way. The masterwork of David Friedrich Strauss, The 

Life of Jesus Critically Examined,l falls in this category. The 

book was an object of passionate critique throughout the lifetime 

of its author.2 Critics immediately pointed out certain inad

equacies, but Strauss's thoroughgoing and comprehensive criticism 

was not to be set aside. Many condemned its destructive impact. 

A more thoughtful evaluation came from Strauss's former teacher, 

Ferdinand Christian Baur, who summed up the work as both negative 

and necessary.3 Two generations later, Albert Schweitzer could 

divide the history of historical-Jesus research into two periods: 

before and after Strauss. 4 

Today it may not be possible to follow Strauss, but it is 

still impossible to bypass him. The questions with which he 

grappled have not passed from the scene. The nature of the 

gospel accounts and the criteria for evaluating them remain live 

issues. Strauss's forthright critical theory and comprehensive 

practise still deserve to be taken account of. 

The aim of this inquiry will be to delineate the per

spective and the criteria that inform his criticism. Both the 

critical theory and the relation between theory and practice 

merit attention. This suggests a study in two parts: (1) the 

formulation of Strauss's announced criteria for judgments of 

1 
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non-historicity, and (2) their relation to his actual practice of 

gospel criticism. To the extent that a certain disparity comes 

to light between the two, the aim will be to illuminate the 

source of this disparity. 

A. The Context of strauss's Thought 

To understand the path Strauss followed in formulating 

his criteria of gospel criticism, it is essential to note the 

influences that formed his thinking. Since he wrote The 

Life of Jesus at the young age of twenty-six, shortly after 

completing his formal studies, the book may be seen as the fruit

ion of his educational experience. 5 Strauss had absorbed the new 

critical directions in which theology was moving in his time. In 

his book on Jesus he brought together these various lines of 

criticism as no one had yet done. 6 

Baur had been a formative influence. Strauss was a 

student under Baur at the Protestant preparatory school at Blau

beuren (1821-1825) and also later, as both student and teacher 

moved on to Tubingen (1825-1831). Already at Blaubeuren Baur 

presented his students with material on symbolism and myth in 

antiquity.7 

As a student in Tubingen, Strauss pursued a special 

interest in mysticism and spiritualism, together with a group of 

friends. It was shortly after this that he read for the first 

time Schleiermacher's Glaubenslehre; it served as a transition 

from his mystical interests to the rigor of the Hegelian dialect

ic. Strauss was introduced to Hegel through a tutor lecturing on 
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Hegel's thought. He and a number of friends soon formed a small 

circle and began a thorough study of Hegel's Phenomenology of 

Spirit. 9 Indeed, he regarded Hegel's thought with so much esteem 

that, in order to resolve certain questions for himself, Strauss 

made plans for a period of study under Hegel. He took steps to 

do so following the completion of his educational program in 

Tubingen. As it turned out, Hegel died before he had the oppor

tunity. Strauss, though disappointed, stayed on in Berlin to 

study with a group of Hegel's disciples. While there he also 

read critically a transcription of Schleiermacher's lectures on 

the life of Jesus. lO 

It is evident that these figures -- Baur, Schleiermacher, 

and Hegel -- were important in the development of the thought of 

Strauss. This is not yet to indicate the shape of their impact 

on the intellectual Ii fe of Strauss. All three thinkers, chast

ened by the Age of Reason (1618-1789),11 represent the all

pervading outlook of idealism. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), by 

means of his cognitional theory, presented an alternative to the 

scepticism marking the end of the Age of Reason, and established 

a new direction for philosophy: the turn to the subject. Truth 

in idealism is evident, not in events or the actualities of 

existence, but in the values and in the philosophy with which man 

views the world.l 2 

Strauss received something from each, though the influen

ce of Schleiermacher was more defined than either that of Baur or 

Hegel. In the basic structure of their thought, these three men 
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were quite distinct, though at certain points their influence 

coalesced. That this is so is apparent, for example, respecting 

their view of the relation between God and the world. For 

Schleiermacher a pious consciousness is awareness of the Infinite 

in all that is. Religion is equated with existence in the Infin

ite, an existence in which the self is mingled with the whole.l 3 

In his Symbolik und Mythologie Baur speaks of history generally, 

in its widest serlse, as "a revelation of Divinity.,,14 Historical 

process is the revelation or self-realization of God. 15 On the 

relation of God and the world, Hegel posited ultimate reality as 

the absol ute spir it. History is the absolute spirit's continual 

revelation of its own nature. This spirit, manifested in all 

reality, is in process of returning from alienation to unity 

through progressive moments of self-realization. Absolute spirit 

not only permeates the world, it is the permeated world. The 

movement of the spirit toward self-realization takes place in the 

various facets of society or culture such as the state, art, 

literature, religion and philosophy.16 

Though each of these thinkers is original and distinct, 

they converge in the tendency that would erase the significance 

of God as both immanent in and transcendent in relation to the 

world .. This is to highlight only one area of thought, but it is 

enough to indicate what profound implications this thought has 

for the whole of theology. 
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8. The Life of Jesus: Plan and Occasion 

Strauss's book on the life of Jesus turned out very 

differently from what he had first planned. Both in the stimulus 

that impelled Strauss to write, and in the plan or design, his 

purposes and his approach to the gospels come to light. The plan 

involved working out the relation of the concept, derived from 

Hegel, to the gospel history. It comprised three parts: (1) a 

positive or traditional part, with an account of the life of 

Jesus according to the gospels, and what this life meant for the 

faithful, and the mediation of these two aspects in the second 

article of the Apostles' creed; (2) a negative or critical part 

which would have "for the most part" annulled the life-story of 

Jesus as history; (3) a third part, which would re-establish 

dogmatically what had been destroyed critically. As it turned 

out the second, or critical, part grew ever more extensive in his 

preparatory studies and became the substance of the book. Mater

ial he had thought to put in the first part he now used in 

introducing each of the critical sections. Finall y, the second 

article of the Apostle's Creed was used in the concluding dog

matic reflection.17 

Strauss formed the definite plan for writing The 

Life of Jesus in the context of his studies of Hegel (1832) and 

his studies of Schleiermacher's transcribed lectures on the life 

of Jesus. 18 His critical response to Schleiermacher turned 

Strauss from mysticism and spiritualism to Hegel's dialectic and 

gave the final impetus to the writing of his own book. This 
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period, beginning with the years at Tubingen, through the time of 

preparation and of actual composition, was one of religious 

search and struggle for Strauss. He could no longer clearly 

affirm the faith and practise of the church, but neither could he 

simply leave. He continued to draw his spiritual sustenance from 

this source. The focus of his quest was on "a consciousness of 

the underlying identity of the divine and the human, the infinite 

and the finite.,,19 This background indicates a certain interest 

or perspective. How did these interests of Strauss give shape to 

his questions? 

Strauss began with the conviction that the gospel acc

ounts were received by the early church as (1) records of events 

historical in character, and (2) a divine revelation in Jesus 

Christ. 20 With the aim of upholding this understanding, tight 

gospel harmonies were often produced in Strauss's day to show the 

complete agreement of the different gospels. These attempts, 

often far-fetched, created a sense that the reality must be some

thing other than the representation. The harmonists certainly 

did not work for a historically intelligible outline of the life 

of Jesus. This created a breach waiting to be filled. 21 On the 

other hand, rationalism had grown up as an alternative for inter

preting the gospels. The position of rationalism was that the 

gospels represent history, but a history to be interpreted within 

the confines of the "natural". Events such as the miracles 

cannot be interpreted according to the original intention. As 

events having their source beyond the human, they are ruled out. 
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Rationalism called for "re-interpretation." strauss represented 

both the interpretation of the early church and the rationalistic 

interpretation as forms of "presupposition" that cannot satisfy 

the requirements of science.22 According to strauss both must be 

given up, "and the inquiry must first be made whether in fact, 

and to what extent, the ground on which we stand in the Gospels 

is historical.,,23 The relation between presupposition and inter

pretation is one thing, the objective he sets is another. Both 

the criteria he announced and his actual critical practise must 

be evaluated in their context. 



I 

FORMULATION OF THE CRITERIA 

The criteria, as Strauss gives them, have a notable order 

and focus. The argument of Strauss is that the record of the 

events in the gospels does not correspond to actual happening. 

The question is, by what criteria is this to be determined?24 

(1) "When the narration is irreconcilable with the known and 

universal laws which govern the course of events." According to 

these laws, based on "just philosophical conceptions and all 

credible experience," all events are to be determined within an 

"aggregate of finite causalities" and their interaction. 25 

Strauss includes here the laws of causality, succession (or 

development), and psychology. (2) "An account which shall be 

regarded as historically valid, must neither be inconsistent with 

itself, nor in contradiction with other accounts.,,26 Here the 

issue of contradictions within and between accounts is raised. A 

further aspect of this is the problem of differences in accounts; 

this may be variation between accounts in the description of an 

event, or the variation may be a record of an event given in one 

account but not in another. (3) If the form of the narrative is 

poetical or hymnic, and the words of the participants are more 

skillful and enthusiastic than is indicated by their background, 

this cannot be historical. (4) "If the content of a narrative 

strikingly accords with certain ideas existing and prevailing 

within the circle from which the narrative proceeded" it is more 

8 
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or less probable that such a narrative is not historical.27 

According to Strauss himself, a single criterion, by it

self, would hardly ever do more than show that a record was 

possibly or probably un historical. It takes the concurrence of 

several of them to bring about a more definite result. Indeed, 

it is the concurrence beyond a certain number of these factors 

that represents the attainment of certainty.28 

A. Criteria and Ulterior Purpose 

What is the meaning of the criteria and how do they 

correspond to the intention of Strauss in his work? A satisfact

ory answer would require some elucidation of the background to 

strauss's criteria. It is clear from his statement that "philo-

sophical studies" determined his work. A basic matter for 

strauss in approaching his work on the life of Jesus was the 

distinction in philosophy between Vorstellung (image or repres

entation) and Begriff (concept). The contrast is at home in 

Idealism. The systematic category of "idea" or concept was of 

central importance in the thought of F. C. Baur. 29 It is form

ative in his Christology and in his whole understanding of reli

gion. Concept, as an expression or actualization of thought, 

constitutes the "life" of the Spirit; it is the means by which 

the Spirit realizes itself. And this is concretely expressed in 

history. Concept for Baur is not an abstract rational process, 

but a vital reality that makes possible the relationships of 

life. In this understanding Baur was influenced by Schleier

macher and Schelling. 3D Strauss learned from Baur; but he also 
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drank at the fountain of Schelling for himself. After reading 

Schleiermacher's Glaubenslehre, Strauss found it instructive, yet 

lacking "scientifically"; he could not accept the reconciliation 

between theology and philosophy presented in the work. At this 

point Strauss, with his friends, turned to Hegel. With pre-

eminent interest Strauss considered Hegel's distinction between 

representation (Vorstellung) and concept (Beqriff) for the possi

bilities it offered in understanding the gospel accounts. 31 

Though there remained a certain ambiguity in the dist

inction between Vorstellung and Begriff in Hegel, there is clar

ity about the superiority and value of Begriff. It is by means 

of Beqriff that one attains to reality. Indeed, Beqriff is 

reali ty. Inherent in this philosophical construction is a cer-

tain disregard of history as a source of knowledge. Both the 

dialectical movement of the spirit, and the way in which the 

spirit realizes itself in the whole, relativizes the meaning of 

all particular events. It is true that, according to Hegel, the 

absolute spirit manifests itself in history. But the order that 

Hegel gives to this manifestation identifies the superiority of 

concept in contrast to representation. This spriit manifests 

itself, "first, as art, in the objective form of representation 

(Vorstellung); lastly, as philosophy, in the absolute form of 

pure idea or thought (Begriff), wherein the opposition of subject 

and object was resolved.,,33 Religion is the expression of abso-

lute truth by means of "representation". According to Hegel, in 

the dialectical movement of the spirit, the concept takes up 
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within itself the essential meaning of the image or representa

tion on a higher and more adequate level. 

The issue, as it appeared to Strauss, was, what options 

does this set for the interpretation of the gospel accounts? In 

the words of Strauss, "The most important question ... concerns the 

nature of the relation of the historical data of the Bible, 

especially the Gospels; to the concept. Does the historical 

character adhere to the content [of Christian faith], thus dem

anding recognition from the concept [~egriff] as well as the 

[Vorstellung], since the content is the same for both, or is it 

reduced to the mere form of imagination, to which conceptual 

thinking is not bound?,,34 Here Strauss moved beyond Hegel. What 

was left unclear in Hegel, Strauss brought to a decisive point. 

On the one hand, Strauss accorded the same ultimate content to 

the religious image (Vorstellung) and philosophical concept (Be

griff); on the other hand, he believed that representation and 

concept must be kept strictly separate. At the same time, he 

believed that the latter could replace the former. He inferred 

that the gospel account was a representation of a truth that 

could be better expressed in philosophical concepts. 35 By this 

means Strauss solved his problem with Schleiermacher. Philosophy 

need not any longer be coordinated wi th theology, as Schleier

macher had sought to do, but could supersede it. The failure by 

Schleiermacher to properly hold philosophy and theology together 

was now to be overcome by means of Hegel's distinction of repres

entation and concept. Strauss inferred, on the basis of Hegel, 
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that philosophy transcends theology and takes up the essential 

truth of theology, traditional theology can therefore be left 

behind. 36 By way of Schelling and the idealists, aided and 

abetted by Baur, Strauss learned to look for the idea expressed 

in the myth; now by means of Hegel, he learned to look for the 

concept in the prepresentation (the gospel accounts).37 

Another factor crucial for Strauss in his approach to the 

gospels, and decisive for the whole of this thought, is the 

philosophy of divine immanence. Here Baur, Schleiermacher, and 

Hegel converged. There was ultimately no distinction between God 

and the world, between God and humanity. Gotthold Muller pre-

sents this conception in its twofold form as the basis of 

Strauss's world view.38 He expresses Strauss's view as a "monis-

tic ac- ceptance of an ultimate unity between God and the world", 

and a sac orr e s p,o n din gel e men t the rei sa" d e fin i t e.. (m y s tic a 1 

understanding) immanence of time and eternity.,,39 This view of 

the identity of God and the world flows from a number of think

ers, notably Schelling.40 And this is then absorbed in important 

ways by those who influenced Strauss most directly. Not only the 

intellectual drive of Strauss, but also his ardent religious 

quest was "for a consciousness of the underlying identi ty of the 

divine and the human, the infinite and the finite.,,41 The impli-

cations of this view were well summed up by Strauss in the con-

cluding dogmatic section. 

When it is said of God that he is a Spirit, and of man 
that he also is a Spirit, it follows that the two are not 
essentially distinct. To speak more particularly, it is 
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the essential property of a spirit, in the distribution 
of i tsel f into distinct personalities, to remain ident
ical with itself, to possess itself in another than 
itself. Hence the recognition of God as a spirit im
plies, that God does not remain as a fixed and immutable 
Infinite encompassing the Finite, but enters into it, 
produces the Finite, Nature, and the human mind, merely 
as a limited manifestation of himself, from which he 
eternally returns into unity. As man, considered as a 
finite spirit, limited to his finite nature, has not 
truth; so God, considered exclusively as an infinite 
spirit, shut up in his infinitude, has not reality. The 
infinite spirit is real only when it discloses itself in 
finite spirits; as the finite spirit is true only when it 
merges itself in the infinite. The true and real exist
ence of spirit, therefore, is neither in God by himself, 
nor in man by himself, but in the God-man; neither in the 
infinite alone, nor in the finite alone, but in the 
interchange of impartation and withdrawal between the 
two, which on the, "part of God is revelation, on the part 
of man religion.,,42 

strauss expressed the unity of God and man in Hegelian 

He viewed God not as the transcendent Creator of the 

universe, but as the infinite (impersonal) spirit which manifests 

itself in the finite forms of the natural world and the human 

spirit.43 The philosophy of divine immanence acknowledged only 

one reality. It had direct implications for Christology and the 

interpretation of the gospel accounts. The immanental theism of 

strauss put out of bounds the traditional understanding of the 

historical Jesus as the incarnate Son of God. The distinction 

between "concept" and "representation" made possible an inter-

pretation of Christology without dependence on the particular 

founding events of Christianity.44 

This new interpretation transformed Christology, effect-

ing the identity of God with humanity. Even the thesis, repres-

ented in some lines of Hegelian thought, that the divine-human 
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unity must once have appeared in an actual historical individual 

so as to serve as the basis for this ideal in popular conscious-

ness, could only be foreign matter in the system of Strauss. The 

philosophy that identified God and humanity required that the 

full manifestation of the divine-human unity not appear in the 

form of one historical exemplar. Indeed, that full manifestation 

cannot take place in this singular way.45 It is worth noting 

the form the argument takes in Strauss. 

If reality is ascribed to the idea of the unity of the 
divine and human nature, is this equivalent to the admis
sion that this unity must actually have been once mani
fested, as it never had been, and never more will be, in 
one individual? 

This is indeed not the mode in which the Idea realizes 
itself; it is not want to lavish all its fullness on one 
examplar, and be niggardly towards all others - to ex
press itself perfectly in that one individual, and imper
fectly in all the rest: it rather loves to distribute 
its riches among a multiplicity of exemplars which re
ciprocally complete each other - in the alternate appear
ance and suppression of a series of individuals. And is 
this not true realization of the idea? Is not the idea 
of the unity of the divine and human natures a real one 
in a higher sense, when I regard the whole race of man
kind as its realization, then when I single out one man 
as such a realization? Is not an incarnation of God from 
eternity, a truer one than an incarnation limited to a 
particular point of time?46 

In the context of Strauss's immanental theism the central 

truth for Christianity can only be the divine incarnation in 

humanity as a whole, not a single historical figure. Thus, the 

path for Christology, marked out by Strauss, proceeds from the 

Christ-idea rather than the Christ-event. 

In this light, the intention of Strauss comes into view 

as one to show that Christology, based on the historicity of the 
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Christ-event, cannot be sustained critically any longer, And it 

need not be attempted any longer since the truth of the matter 

lies elsewhere. Accordingly, the real interest for strauss is 

not that of analyzing the gospel accounts in order to determine 

their historical character. 47 Strauss does not deny that there 

are historical materials to be found in the gospels. But he 

makes nothing of them. Strauss has no criteria for locating 

historical materials. 48 The criteria he presents are criteria 

for non-historicity. 

thrust of his work. 

And this simply reflects the negative 

What are the antecedents for the way the criteria exclude 

the possibility of divine action (miracles) as part of history? 

Strauss refers to laws "agreeing with all just philosophical 

con c e p t ion san d c red i b 1 e ex per i en c e" i nth i s con n e c t ion •. l~ 9 A s 

well, he makes prominent reference to science; judgment based on 

science rejects the miraculous. 50 There is the view by Backhaus 

that a strict scientific method, of a positivist nature, deter

mined his outlook. Natural science and philosophy are closely 

linked for Strauss.51 But this does not settle the matter of how 

Strauss arrived at the formulation of his judgment excluding the 

miraculous. That science could be appealed to in order to 

accredit his project was of undoubted importance. But the basic 

consideration here, once more" appears to be the philosophy of 

immanence. At this point, also, the influence of Baur, Schleier

macher, and Hegel converged. Accepting the doctrine of divine 

immanence means rejecting the possibility of transcendent divine 
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action (miracles) in any traditional sense. Miracle necessarily 

implies a God independent from creation. strauss is clear that 

"miracles are a contradiction ..• of the divine agency" according 

to "just philosophical" conceptions.52 In an extended statement 

he presents his argument: 

God works directly in the world as a whole, but only 
indirectly on each individual object in it, through the 
mediation of his workings in every other individual 
object, Le. through the laws of nature. When we take 
this view, then the verdict on the historical worth of 
the biblical history is no different from that considered 
above. The miracles which God works for Moses, Jesus, 
and through them, are in no way secondary products of his 
direct working in th~ whole, but presuppose a direct 
influence in the individual object and, in so far, are in 
opposition to the usual kind of divine activity in the 
world. Now the supernatural view presupposed an excep
tion to this kind of activity, valid only for the sphere 
of biblical history. That is a presupposition which we 
with our standpoint (this is the critical research which 
has no presuppositions - a claim which we make for the 
present investigation •.. ) cannot share. Our standpoint 
allows the same laws to hold sway in every sphere of 
being and activity; and therefore where a narrative runs 
contrary to the laws of nature, it must be regarded as 
unhistorical.,,53 

This makes it apparent that the point of departure is 

Hegelian philosophy and the conception of divine immanence. The 

appeal to science is made in order to give "objective" basis to 

the inquiry; it is also used to discount the validity of other 

views. The view of Strauss that all reality is the development 

of the immanent divine spirit allowed for no divine action, such 

as miracles, in the traditional Christian sense. 54 

In the view of the way Strauss puts the issues, the area 

of interest is that of presupposition. The formulaton of the 

criteria itself raises this issue of presupposition in relation 
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to interpretation. According to Strauss, presuppositions are 

simply negative, a barrier to understanding. In this connection, 

strauss saw himself as especially fitted for his task. The main 

requiremen~ is to work without presupposition (according to 

science). Without this "no amount of learning will suffice to 

achieve anything in the domain of criticism.,,55 Specifically 

this means "the internal liberation of the feelings and intellect 

from certain religious and dogmatical presuppositons; and this 

the author early attained by means of philosophical studies.,,56 

Strauss is concise in making his point, "If theologians regard 

this absence of presupposition from his work as unchristian, he 

regards the believing presuppositions of theirs as unscientif

ic.,,57 To conclude, he says that he will treat some of the same 

subjects theologians treat; still, he will "nowhere depart from 

the seriousness of sCience.,,58 

The contention that in his work strauss proceeds without 

presupposition bears examination. This is part of the whole 

issue of the relation of presupposition to interpretation. To 

the extent that this is a recognition that presuppositions held 

rigidly or unwittingly may be a barrier to understanding this 

consideration is important. Insofar as it represents a call for 

tested methods, appropriate to the matter to be known, Strauss 

has a point. At the same time, the conjunction between t.hese 

methods and techniques with the purposes and interests of those 

using them must be kept in mind. 



18 

Examination of the function of presupposition can begin 

with the nature of inquiry itself, by taking account of how it 

proceeds. Any inquiry calls for the asking and answering of 

certain kinds of questions; this is the nature of historical 

inquiry. The process is one of moving from the known to the 

unknown. The knowns are selected as they provide the means of an 

approach to the unknown. In turn the unknown is selected for the 

sake of some gain in knowledge with the view of converting the 

unknown into the known. 59 This applies whether the question is 

about the identity of some historical figure or the date of a New 

Testament book. What must not be missed is that the selection of 

the unknown to be known is a result of purpose. This purpose 

maybe of any kind; in the history of the inquiry about the hist

orical Jesus the purposes have widely varied. Relative to the 

pursuit of this kind of historical inquiry, such purposes are 

presuppositions. 60 

A second aspect of this consideration involves the an

swering of questions. This takes place by the forming of hypo

theses or possible answers. The range of hypotheses or possible 

answers "is established and limited by what the historian con

ceives as possible. The judgments of possibility are presuppos

itions.,,61 On both counts, it is clear, strauss proceeds on the 

basis of presupposition: First, he moves forward in search of 

answers to questions on the basis of certain matters he pre

supposes as knowns; these knowns are set out in relation to the 

unknown to be known as knowns. Second, by his criteria he pre-
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scribes the limits of his inquiry:62 it is not without signi

ficance that the criteria are criteria of non-historicity. From 

still another standpoint the criteria place definite limits on a 

range of that which is conceived as possible within the scope of 

his inquiry. 

Before proceeding further, a definition of the function 

of two phrases used by strauss in the first criterion are in 

order. First, the definite anterior understanding of what is 

historically possible is closely correlated with "scientic 

truth". Particularly in the first criterion the appeal to "the 

known and universal laws which govern the course of events," and 

the appeal to "all credible experience", are assumed by strauss 

as generally accepted postulates. Inasmuch as they refer to the 

dependable regularity, which makes sc ience i tse1 f possible, the 

appeal to "universal laws" has evident validity. The problem 

comes in settling the function of these laws; is this a way of 

referring to the origin of events or to the regularity of events? 

It appears that unless the starting point is that the universe is 

a closed system, they have no bearing on the origin of events. 

They do not produce events; rather, they prescribe the pattern to 

which events must conform. The meaning of miracle is not the 

suspension of the pattern to which events conform; but of intro

ducing new events into that pattern. Without the presupposition 

that the universe is a closed system, miracles need not be seen 

as "arbi trary" as strauss views them, but can be seen to express 

the unity of reality at some deeper and more comprehensive level. 
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The second element, according to strauss, that precludes 

the possibility of miracles is "all credible human experience." 

Related to the statement about "universal laws", this judgment 

appears to be based once more on the presupposition that the 

universe is a closed system. It is clear that all reports of 

miracles are false if it is already established that miracles 

cannot occur. The argument moves in a circle. 

This becomes a matter of how experience:shall be eval

uated; what shall count as "credible human experience?" But this 

evaJuation only has a point if pre-judgments are not allowed to 

foreclose investigation. strauss presents what, for him is a 

crucial consideration in the introduction to his project. Refer

ring to Christian as well as other sacred writings, he says, "the 

fundamental ideas and opinions in these early writings fail to be 

commensurate with a more advanced civilization.,,64 Fundamen

tally, it comes down to a difference in awareness between a 

history in script.ure of events in which the divine enters without 

"intermediation" into the human, and a growing recognition of a 

"chain of causes and effects connecting natural phenomena with 

each other.,,65 The view of Strauss is represented in the state

ment that the scriptures are "the production of an infant and 

scientific age; and treat, without reserve of divine interven

tions, in accordance with the conceptions and phraseology of that 

early period.,,66 The condition of "impartial" interpretation, 

according to Strauss, can only be combined with the awareness of 

this difference in perspective between writer and interpreter, 
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between culture then and now. "The Christian consciousness 

means nothing else than the advanced religious culture of our 

age, which cannot appropriate the antiquated ideas of the 

Bible.,,67 

This makes it apparent that the standard for what can be 

accepted or regarded as credible is modern "enlightened," human 

experience. 68 In this, of course, strauss was simply parti

cipating in the Enlightenment perspective. In the context of the 

Enlightenment, the concept of the historical and what is histor

ically possible, developed on the basis of man and his ability to 

calculate and make history.69 It is an understanding that oper

ates on the basis of analogy; probability for a past event is 

recognized on the basis of what presently happens or can be 

experienced. 

As an instrument in the learning process, and as a meth

odological principle of historical research, analogy has a place 

of evident importance. Analogy, in confronting a matter diffi-

cult of understanding, comparatively opaque, allows the matter to 

be conceived and understood by the investigator in terms of what 

may be presently known; is present knowledge merely a matter of 

sense experience? Thus, analogy cannot ultimately avoid the 

question of the nature of knowledge, and what it is that grounds 

analogy. In any case, analogies with which the investigator 

seeks to understand the content of the past "as an expression of 

possible human behavior always arise out of an already given 

world of expressions in which the historian is at home, and never 
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from a value-free sense experience.,,71 

The principle of analogy itself provides the capability 

of overcoming a constriction in inquiry about the past. For 

access in knowledge by analogy need not be merely by recognizing 

only the similar and common elements amid the dissimilarities in 

events and expressions of life. Real advance in knowledge is 

more than a recognition of correlations in events and phenomena; 

it is also the recognition of the dissimilar and the new. In 

this way analogy provides certain footholds, on the basis of 

something already illuminated "with respect to the thing in 

question during the process of knowing, to the structure of some

thing which had remained in the dark until then." 72 The con

striction of historical-critical inquiry takes place if analogy, 

instead of being used appropriately from case to case, is brought 

into conjunction with a world view that postulates a homogeneity 

of all reality (in which the universe is viewed as a closed 

system). This leads of itself to the whole question of the 

relation of strauss's criteria and his view of science. 

It cannot be said that science was actually the basis for 

his world view; 73 nevertheless, for Strauss science and philo

sophy have equality of value and stand in direct correlation.74 

Strauss considered scientific knowledge to be the absolute truth, 

coincident with reality as a whole.7 5 This means if there is a 

place for theology, it is as part of this whole circumscribed by 

the truth of science. The question that arises is how Christian 

faith can still proceed on the basis of its own truth. This sets 
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up what may be called the modern Chrstian dilemma: "the incom-

patibility between intellectual honesty and traditional Christian 

faith. For the heritage of Christian belief affirms as indispen

sable what the heritage of modern culture excludes as imposs

ible.,,76 If the alternatives are accepted as they are represen

ted in Strauss, Christian theology is reduced to a series of a 

salvage operations. 77 But if, contrary to Strauss, this scien

tific knowledge has its own history, limited both by the finitude 

of the observer and by its communication as knowledge, then other 

possibilities present themselves. 

What Pannenberg says about the eighteenth century is true 

of Strauss in the nineteenth, the awareness is not present that 

these truths of reason (philosophy) of its own age are themselves 

also historically conditioned.7 8 There is a failure in recog

nizing the limits of knowledge and of science. Kant's critique 

of reason already showed that the insight that reason gains is 

determined by the scope of a "plan" of its own, providing access 

to answers limited according to the questions posed by reason. 79 

The result is that the objective truth of science only 

becomes possible when reason constructs a preliminary definition 

of an horizon, a course of questioning in which a certain entity 

is brought to light as object under a particular aspect. What 

has already been said about presupposition in relation to inquiry 

is true here. The plan, or the hypothesis, sets the limits for 

the questioning which nature must answer, while setting aside 

other questions as irrelavent (to this particular plan). The 
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objectivity of the perception and judgment is thus always rela

t i vet 0 the per s p e c t i v e un d e r w h i c hap i e ceo' f rea lit y iss t u d

ied. It becomes apparent that the method cannot really be separ

ated from the subject. SO For scientific reasons as well as 

ethical reaons, to qoute Jurgen Moltmann, "the identification of 

the objective truth of a particular perspective with absolute 

truth has shown itself to be an error - an error over the con

ditions of the possibility of scientific objectivity. Objective 

truth remains objective truth, but it is objectively demonstrable 

that objective truth is not absolute truth, but rather a con

ditioned truth."SI 

This breaks open the dilemma represented in strauss; the 

contrast between the encompassing "objective truth of science" 

and Christian faith as "presupposition." It is evident that the 

approach which questions the substance of Christian faith always 

brings a certain historical view of the world to bear in the 

questioning. The latter must be subjected to questioning in the 

process of understanding as surely as the Christian faith is sub

jected to historical questioning. 
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B. The Function and Meaninq of Myth 

If the gospel accounts are not to be interpreted accord

ing to their original intention, the issue still remains, how are 

they to be interpreted? Strauss was quite clear, "the matters 

narrated in these books must be viewed in a light altogether 

different from that in which they were regarded by the authors 

themselves."S2 With the absolute distinction between what Jesus 

said and did and what the gospels report him to have said and 

done, the stage is set for a reformulation of the meaning of 

these accounts. Both the supernaturalists and the rationalists 

maintained an historical basis for their interpretation of the 

gospels. The differences between them came to focus in the 

understanding of the miracles. The supernaturalists interpreted 

them as instances of immediate divine action, the rationalists 

interpreted accounts of the miraculous as misapprehensions by the 

original witnesses; miracles, according to the rationalists, were 

in any case to be explained on a naturalistic basis. According 

to Strauss, the first interpretation was extreme and lacked the 

credentials of reason (while leaving the accounts intact); the 

second was tendentious, often descending to the level of the 

absurd. 83 The method of Strauss is to move through the super

naturalistic and the rationalistic interpretation of each in

cident in the gospels. In the process, he uses one interpret

ation against the other in order to show that both are imposs

ible. Strauss presents the mythical interpretation as the way 

around the impasse. 84 In this move, Strauss went beyond contem-
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porary tradition both in Hegelianism and the prevailing systems 

of interpretation. Interpretation is to be concerned, not with 

t h.e sub s tan ceo f the a c c 0 un t, but wit h t.h e for m 0 f the a c co un t. 

The critical significance of Strauss's move was to shift the 

issue from event to account. In the words of Strauss, "we have 

neither miracles to wonder a~, on the one hand, nor deceptions to 

unmask on the other; but simply the language of a former age to 

translate into that of our own day.,,8S 

From the standpoint of Strauss, the advantages of the 

mythical interpretation are: (1) 

be maintained;86 and (2) by means 

in this way the narratives can 

of the Hegelian distinction of 

representation and concept, the mythical can be transcended and 

the "idea which resides in them, and which alone constitutes 

their vitality and spirit," can be preserved. 87 

strauss saw no clear way of distinguishing myth from 

history in the gospels; at the same time, myth is used to signify 

the unhistorical. 88 Strauss sought to define the category of 

myth more closely by providing a classification of types of 

myths. 

(1) Evangelical myth is the product of an idea. These ideas 

as the basis for myth may be messianic ideas or expect

ations. In its "pure" form the idea is the substance of 

the narrative (i.e. unrelated to Jesus). Or myth may be 

modified by a general impression left by Jesus. 

(2) Historical myth is the result of development from indi

vidual facts. "Pure" myths are a direct expression of 
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religious imagination, "historical" myths are expres

sions of religious imagination, but influenced to a 

greater or lesser extent by historical events and 

persons. 

(3) Those narratives which are indefinite, with no clear 

connection, and bearing the marks of long oral tradition, 

or again, those narratives which are vivid and pictorial 

in nature are more appropriately viewed as legend. 89 

strauss was certainly not the first to make use of the 

category of myth in interpreting scripture. Myth was on the 

horizon as an important option for interpretation. Speaking for 

his time Strauss can say, "mythology, now become far more general 

and more prolific in its results, exerted an increasing influence 

on the v'iews taken of biblical history.,,90 Strauss, in summary 

form, presents a history of the use of myth as a category in 

interpretation.91 Strauss traces the various stages in the use 

of myth in interpretation as they are associated with noted 

scholars in the fields of philology, philosophy, and theology.92 

The more general investigations of myth by C. G. Heyne formed the 

basis of J. G. Eichhorn's early investigation of the biblical 

narrative. J. P. Gabler further developed the mythical inter

pretation, providing a more thorough grounding. But it was G. L. 

Bauer that provided the clearest exposition of the mythical view. 

Strauss largely followed him in the delineation and classific

at ion 0 f t Y pes 0 f m y t h .9 3 An 0 the r per son wit h s ig n i f i can tin-
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fluence on strauss was de Wette, with his insistence on the 

futility of the effort to separate the historical element from 

the mythical in a narrative (myth usually has non-historical 

basis).94 They were important precursors who established myth as 

a central category of critical Biblical studies. 95 But the 

position of strauss is not simply to be derived from theirs. 

They were largely concerned with individual myths. Strauss is 

concerned with the mythical principle. Strauss is dintinct in 

the way he derives the gospel narratives from the Old Testament 

stories by means of a mythologizing process. Thus certain theo

logians, including Schleiermacher, emphasized mythical elements 

in the gospels, such as the birth and infancy stories. But they 

did not deal with the question of how these stories originated.96 

From the first, in his acquaintance with the wri tings of Hegel, 

the basic issue was the correlation of myth with Vorstel1ung 

(representation or image). This provided the basis for a comp-

rehensive conception of myth. The actual elements of the form-

ation of myth Strauss derived from other sources. Several devel

opments point the way to the final position Strauss adopted. An 

article in Henke's Magazin makes the point, in dealing with the 

story of the virgin birth, that it was derived from Is. 7:14 (in 

an atmosphere in which the belief was common that the Messiah was 

to be born of a virgin). An anonymous work, probably by J.e.A. 

Grohmann, entitled Revelation and Mythology (1799), emphasized 

the expectations and opinions of the common people according to 

which the gospel accounts were formed. But a more important 
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factor was a short anonymous article appearing in 1816.97 In it 

ideas only cautiously expressed before were given free reign. 

The author would have nothing to do with half-measures in the 

applications of the mythical principle, demanding a consistent 

carrying through of mythical interpretation in the New Test

ament. 98 Myth was presented ~s the key to the interpretation of 

the Biblical narrative. This provided a clear standard for 

Strauss to interpret the entire gospel narrative by means of the 

mythical principle. 

As for the actual formation of myth, Strauss provides 

some insight into his understanding of the process. 99 Strauss 

sees both Judaism and Christianity alike possessing a mythical 

character. It is part of the inherent nature of religion defined 

as perception of truth in images (representation). It is only 

among the most primitive peoples that this religious feeling is 

still confined subjectively; as it becomes more definite the 

feelings are expressed objectively. Objects of the sensible 

world, sun, moon, and mountains come to be revered. In this 

development "a new world of mere imagination is createdJ a sphere 

of divine existences whose relations to one another, actions, and 

influences, can be represented only after human analogy, and 

therefore as temporal and historical."lDD And even if God is 

conceived as a unity, his being and power are considered in terms 

of a series of actions; events and human actions only attain a 

religious significance "by the admission of divine interpositions 

and miracles."lOl Myth, then, is the expression of a common 
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consciousness in which the ideal combines with poetry to take the 

form of narration.102 Myth is the "necessary vehicle of expres

sion for the first efforts of the human mind.,,103 

Including the Old and New Testament in the category of 

myth, Strauss begins by noting that the earliest records of all 

peoples are mythical. Certainly the scriptures cannot be regard

ed as an exception.104 At first this may appear to bar myth from 

the New Testament, since myth is identified with the primitive 

period before written records existed. But this is obviated by 

the consideration that for long there were no written records of 

the gospel. So stories arose and were embellished in the process 

of time. What is more, as Strauss sees it, the basis for the 

gospel accounts is not simply the period from the death of Jesus 

to the wri tten gospels, their foundation is already laid in the 

Old Testament. In this way Strauss allotted a space of centuries 

for the development of messianic legends; legends which are then 

transferred and adapted to Jesus by the early Christian commun

ity. The gospels are viewed as the result of a lengthy process; 

formed out of narratives that were fashioned by degrees, a proc

ess that can no longer be traced.105 

The task still remains to locate the precise meaning of 

myth within the scope of Strauss's thought. First, in the under

standing of myth there is a direct link to the Enlightenment. In 

the seventeenth-century French Enlightenment the concept of myth 

was born, and in the eighteenth-century Germ an Enl ightenm ent it 

was first appropriated into Biblical studies. Beyond chronology, 
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the concept of myth is appropriately identified with the Enlight

enment because it expresses so clearly the Enlightenent spirit: 

man's understanding of his past as discontinuous with the life of 

reason he knows in the present.106 In announcing the criteria 

for non-historicity, strauss plainly equates myth with the un

historical.107 This is to say that myth is apprehended, in 

essence and by definition, as a false form of knowledge of real

ity. Of course the issue is not simply one of false knowledge, 

but the falseness of the knowledge is understood to be inherent 

in the underdeveloped capacity for knowing characteristic of man 

at a certain stage of history.lOB Briefly, myth is a primitive 

mode of thought (pre-rational and pre-critical) expressing a pre-

scientific (pre-Enlightenment) view of the world. Enlightenment 

man is the mature man. This marks the turning point of history 

itself, for in it the Age of Reason was born. There is little 

wonder "that the past uncovered by the Enlightenment historian 

and designated by the concept of myth was a past essentially 

alien to the rational man of the Enlightenment".109 

The essential mark of myth is its false view of the 

world; a world of gods and demons, a world above all of miracles 

caused by supernatural powers acting in unexpected ways. It is a. 

view of the world which is the result of primitive man's projec

tion of feelings on one hand, and absence of knowledge of the 

laws of nature on the other.110 The foundation for this formula

tion of myth consists of three fundamental presuppositions: 
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(1) A developmental philosphy of history. Myth is related to 

history as childhood is related to maturity. 

(2) A theory of primitive mentality. This is regarded as a 

mentality universally present in the history of man, the 

source for the generation of myths. 

(3) A scientific view of reality as a unified cause-effect 

continium. The primitive stage of human history, defined 

according to its antithesis with a scientific world-view, 

is accepted as the essential criterion for the definition 

of myth.lll 

This threefold character of myth is present in Fonte

nelle. But it is with Eichhorn and Strauss that this Enlighten

ment understanding is systematically applied in the interpret

ation of the Biblical materials. Thus, according to Strauss, out 

of the projection of the primitive myth-making mind, the world of 

the supernatural and miraculous is born.112 The whole process by 

w h i c h m y t h com e sin t 0 be i n g is the res u 1 t 0 f a c e"r t a i nun d e r

developed condition determinative for a particular stage of human 

history.113 Again, for Strauss it is the understanding of 

science that provides the criterion for the recognition of myth. 

These "scientific" laws, Strauss declares are "supreme in every 

sphere of being and action." And "therefore every narrative 

which offends against these laws is to be recognized as so far 

unhistorical.114 According to Strauss, there is no true under

standing of history "without a perception of the inviolability of 

the chain of finite causes, and the impossibility of mir-
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acles.,,115 The criteria for judgments of non-historicity (myth) 

then are but a more specific formulation of the basic thesis. 

And it is this scientific law-connected view of reality that 

provides the basis for Straussis mythical interpretation of the 

gospel accounts.116 Strauss acknowledges that the mythological 

accounts of the divine of other peoples are not to be equated 

with the accounts of the divine in scripture; the concept of 

myth, therefore cannot be applied to the Bible on the basis of 

its con form it y to "heathen m ythology.,,117 This makes it ev ident 

that the use of the concept of myth does not really have its 

origin in this comparison of scripture and mythology. "It is 

rather, the modern scientific view of reality that is being used 

as the criterion for the determination of the mythical, and in 

is in light of this standard that the concept is used in biblical 

studies. IIB 

At this point the further question arises, how does the 

concept of myth stand in relation to Hegelian philosophy? 

Harris sees it as completely independent of this philosophy. 

Strauss, he says, was concerned with the historical process in 

which myths arose. He recognizes that Strauss thought of myth in 

Hegelian terms "as one of the forms in which the idea expresses 

itself in the world, but this view plays no part in the critical 

section of the book." The mythical principle, he says, and the 

Hegelian philosophy are related "only in that both are ultimately 

dependent upon the same underlying presupposition - the denial of 

a transcendent personal God.,,119 Hodgson agrees that to describe 
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strauss's historical method as "empirical-rational" is correct as 

far as it goes. But he makes the further point that such a 

method has a philosophical basis just as clearly as another.120 

To cite only one instance from the critical section of the book, 

strauss has this to say about the advantage of mythical interpre-

tation: by renouncing the historical body of the gospel narra-

tives it "rescues and preserves the idea which resides in them, 

and which alone constitutes their vitality and spir i t.,,121 This 

alone bears out the importance to strauss of Hegelian philosophy, 

especially the distinction between the concept and the represent

ation. And it does not appear wide of the mark to say that for 

Strauss the theology of immanence and the rational-critical for

mulation coalesced.122 Hegelian philosophy is part of the firm 

ground from which the whole project of strauss develops. 

The adequacy of the understanding of the function and 

meaning of myth can be questioned from a number of standpoints. 

Only a few will here be briefly noted. The most basic considera

tion is the way that this understanding of myth depends on a 

particular view of reason and knowledge. This limits the under-

standing of the scope of myth in its original setting, and leads 

to an uncritical application of the category to the gospel narra-

tive. How could the single category of myth be adequate to take 

account of the various genre that characterize the New Testament 

(history and hymns, parable and poetry, apocalyptic and bio

graphy)? The difference between myth and the way in which rel

igious faith relates to God needs to be examined (is all rel-
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igious expression to be equated with myth?). This would, of 

course, mean that the issue of God as both transcendent and 

immanent in relation to the world cannot be foreclosed. Is myth 

to be equated with false knowledge? If not then how does myth 

express reality? The meaning of myth and how it figures in the 

interpretation of scripture is clearly an important matter. 
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APPLICATION OF THE CRITERIA 

The substance of the work of Strauss consists of the 

detailed criticism of the gospel accounts. Indeed, Strauss rest

ed the weight of his case on this application of criticism to 

particular cases: "the credibility of the narratives should not 

be concluded from the assumed origin of the book which contains 

them, but on the contary, our judgment of the book must be found

ed on the nature of the particular narratives."l In evaluating 

Strauss's criticism of the gospel accounts, what is the relation 

of the criteria for judgments of non-historicity to his actual 

practise of criticism? An account of this criticism will take 

two forms: first, a survey of how each of Strauss's criteria is 

concretely applied; second, a study of how Strauss deals with 

complete narratives in the gospels. 

A. How Each Criterion is Concretely Applied 

Strauss often applies a number of criteria to a particu-

lar instance. All the same, there is point in examining the 

application of all the criteria in order. The first criterion 

marks as un historical all narration not in harmony "with known 

and universal laws," and all narration not in harmony with the 

recognition that "the absolute cause never disturbs the chain of 

secondary causes by single arbitrary acts of interposition." Let 

the birth narrative of Jesus serve as an example. The recogni

tion by Simeon and Anna of the Christ child in the temple is very 

36 
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close to ordinary, non-miraculous discernment, yet only possible, 

according to the narrative, by inspiration of the Spirit. In his 

cri ticism, Strauss refers first to "general reasons against the 

credibility of the miracles.,,2 But this case presents for 

Strauss a special difficulty against the admission of miracle: 

there is "no worthy object for an extra-ordinary manifestation of 

divine power." A worthy object would be the communication of the 

messiahship of Jesus to a wider circle; of this there is no 

indication. It is not credible that such a revelation should be 

vouchsafed to Simeon and Anna. This kind of event would be 

contrary to divine agency; according to Strauss, "that miracles 

should be ordained for such occasional and isolated obj ects, is 

not reconcilable with just ideas of divine providence.,,3 

Two main aspects of the first criterion, the universal 

laws and the nature of the divine agency, form the basis for this 

conclusion. But fundamentally what discredits the point of the 

narrative is the judgment of Strauss that it has no worthy ob

ject. The account of Jesus calming the sea receives a like 

treatment. Strauss refers to "original law," in affirming that 

storms and tempests are part of the whole of nature and, as such, 

have their "necessary place and beneficial influence." His ques-

tion is: what purpose then could Jesus' power over nature have? 

"As a means of awakening faith in him, it was inadequate and 

superfluous because Jesus found individual adherents without any 

demonstration of a power of this kind, and general acceptance 

even this did not procure him.,,4 At first sight Strauss sees 
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much in the account that might be accepted without objection. 

But, since the command of Jesus that is reported to bring the 

calm has such authoritative form, the account probably began to 

be propagated in connection with an anecdote. The inducement to 

attribute this action to Jesus arose from instances in the Old 

Testament where under God's action (as in the case of Moses) the 

sea w~s affected by command. 5 To establish one part of a narra

tive as mythical is an almost certain indication that the whole 

is mythical. In the present case this means that even the refer

ence to Jesus being asleep before calming the storm has only a 

one in nine chance of being historical. 6 

Here the conception of the universe as a closed system, 

God acting only through the whole, is evident. But the criticism 

is once more that this is an event without purpose. Thus, in 

terms of the first criterion, it is basic for Strauss that any 

time there is an "intermixing °of§ a supernatural cause °this§ 

enables us to prejudge it as unhistorical.,,7 But the criterion 

is associated with other particular criticisms that are designed 

to make an event appear incredible. 

The "law of succession," as a criterion, is featured 

significantly in the criticism of Strauss. First, it is on this 

basis that a purely natural explanation of the intellectual 

development of Jesus can no"" be obtained, owing to the "enlight

ened cuI ture of modern times."S Strauss, correctly, points out 

the way in which Jesus was nurtured by the Hebrew scriptures; 

ideas in the Psalms, Isaiah, and Daniel seemed to have particul-
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arly for Jesus. Next, Strauss makes reference to the three 

sects, Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes, by which Jesus was 

affected in different ways (perhaps most positively by the 

Essenes). Strauss also observes that growing up in a largely 

Gentile area, such as Galilee, would serve to widen the intell-

ectual horizon of Jesus. Beyond all this is the originality of 

Jesus' own mind. 9 

Application of the criterion of the law of succession is 

the basis for judgments in specific cases. For example, Strauss 

affirms that John the Baptist did not recognize Jesus as the 

Messih as the gospels report. 

How could the man of the wilderness, the stern ascetic, 
who fed on locusts and wild honey, and prescribed severe 
fasts to his disc iples, the gloom y, threatening preacher 
of repentance, animated with the spirit of Elias - how 
could he form a friendship with Jesus, in everything his 
opposite? He must assuredly, with his disciples - have 
stumbled at the liberal manners of Jesus,and have ~ben 
hindered by them from recognizing him as the Messiah. 

Where Strauss learned of the severity of the fast John 

required, or the extent of his gloom, is not clear; but the 

complete contrast between John and Jesus is crucial. At the same 

time, in another context Strauss recognizes a link between the 

message of John and Jesus. ll His criticism that the gospel 

narratives that portray John as recognizing Jesus are mythical 

depends on the criterion of the law of succession. 

Strauss also applies this criterion in criticism of the 

call of the disciples. The call of Jesus to come follow him, in 

which the disciples directly respond, is judged to be unhistori-
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they can be seen to supplement each other at many points; but the 

marked differences between them can also be a reason for setting 

them in opposition. strauss represented these differences, in 

many cases, as contradictions. He also set the synoptic gospels 

against one another. Indeed, his procedure is to criticize 

individual narratives, and discount them by charging contradic

tion. Beginning with the application of this criterion on the 

largest scale, Strauss brings into clear relief the difference 

between the synoptics and John with reference to the locale of 

Jesus' ministry. John mentions a number of journeys by Jesus to 

Jerusalem during his ministry; much of Jesus' teaching and many 

of his works took place there. These are not recorded in the 

synoptic accounts. At first this may be seen simply as a dif

ference. According to Strauss, these journeys of Jesus to Jeru

salem are so important that it is impossible to explain why they 

are omitted by the Synoptics if they knew of them. If John is 

right then the first three evangelists knew nothing of an essen

tial part of Jesus' ministry. On the other hand, if the synop

tics are right then a large part of John is no more than fabrica

tion.14 According to Strauss, all the synoptic writers convey 

the understanding that, until the last journey Galilee was the 

chosen field of Jesus' labors, and Jesus left it only occasion

ally and briefly; John on the contrary is written with the supp

osition that Jesus would have taught solely in Judea except for 

occasions when prudence demanded he leave. The conclusion acc-

ording to Strauss: "Of these two representations, one only can 
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cal. What is said of the call of the disciples in general is 

said in particular of the call of Matthew. "Such is not the 

course of real life, nor the procedure of a man who, like Jesus, 

respects the laws and formalities of human society; it is the 

procedure of legend and poetry, which loves contrasts and effec

tive scenes, which aim to give a graphic conception of a man's 

exi t from an old sphere of Ii fe.,,12 It is granted that there may 

be a particle o~ history to this story (legend) in that Jesus 

actually had tax-collectors among his disciples. In other in

stances Strauss emphasizes the difference between first century 

culture and the modern culture; but in this case that is not even 

a consideration. The criterion is applied to the first century 

setting without considering the possibility of factors distinc

tive to it. The possibility of prior anticipation or a prior 

degree of awareness by the disciples of Jesus is simply dis

missed. The decisive issue of how complete or inclusive these 

accounts are intended to be is not examined. The criterion of 

the law of succession demands that as the narrative stands it 

cannot be historical. 

The second criterion, as listed by Strauss, deals with 

contradictions and differences within and between accounts.13 It 

is the criterion that corresponds directly to Strauss's dialecti

cal method of criticism. 

The long-discerned difference between the synoptics and 

John, like a branding mark, characterizes his criticism. The 

relationship between John and the synoptic gospels is complex, 
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be true."IS On the one hand, Strauss notes that John's account 

shows more signs of being developed from legend. On the other 

hand, it is hard to account for certain events in the synoptics 

themselves if th~ last is the only journey of Jesus to Jerusalem. 

How account for the deep hostility by the ruling party in Jer-

usalem if Jesus has only spent one feast day there? And Jesus' 

expression referring to his repeated desire to gather the people 

of Jerusalem to himself, like a hen her chicks, also speaks for a 

time of teaching and ministry in the capital (Matt: 23:37).1 6 In 

this case, though one account must be wrong, beyond that Strauss 

leaves the matter on open question. 

The application Strauss makes of this criterion is very 

evident in the narratives of Jesus' birth, where Strau'ss can only 

see contr~diction between Matthew and Luke. Here the difference 

in content between Matthew and Luke, though they are narrating 

the same event, is remarkable. The difference beween Matthew and 

Luke as to the original residence of Mary and Joseph may serve to 

highlight the style of Strauss's critique. He has a very low 

estimation for the credibility of the gospel narratives. The 

birth narratives taken separately, he says, "contain much that 

will not bear historical interpretation." What is more, "the 

parallel narratives of Matthew and Luke exclude each other, so 

that it is impossible for both to be true, and one must necessa

rily be false; this imputation however may attach to either, and 

consequently to both.,17 As this relates to the original res-

idence of the parents of Jesus, Strauss remarks that Luke, from 
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the beginning, gives Nazareth as their home (Luke 26; 2:4,39). 

In Matthew it is not stated in the first instance where Joseph 

and Mary resided. It is simply recorded that Jesus was born in 

Bethlehem (Matt. 2:1). No mention is made of any special circum

stances that brought the parents to Bethlehem. strauss infers 

that Matthew supposed them to have been originally resident in 

Bethlehem. On the return from the flight into Egypt, Joseph is 

only deterred from again seeking out a place in Judea by special 

divine guidance (Matt. 2:22). This renders it certain, says 

strauss, that Matthew supposes Bethlehem to have been the dwell

ing place of the parents, in contrast to Luke. The difficulty, 

making impossible a reconciliation between Matthew and Luke, 

rests on the fact that they could not have considered a second 

time returning to Bethlehem unless it had formerly been their 

home. As they stand, the narratives of both Matthew and Luke are 

judged to be improbable. In the case of Matthew, the change of 

residence is made to depend on the visit of the magi, the mass

acre of the infants, visions and dreams; these events, according 

to Strauss, by their evident unhistorical character disqualify 

them as a basis for a change of residence. lS But then in Luke 

the cause for the change in residence from Nazareth to Bethleham 

is attributed to the census, also considered by Strauss to be 

unhistorical. Without this there is no adequate reason to bel-

ieve the journey to Bethlehem took place at this particularly 

di fficul t time. 

The position of the two evangelists relative to this 
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point is summed up as follows: each account is partly correct 

and partly incorrect; Luke is right in maintaining the identity 

of residence, before and after the birth, of Jesus parents, and 

in this Matthew is wrong. In contrast, Matthew is right in 

maintaining the birth place of Jesus as the home of the parents; 

in this Luke is in error. Luke is judged to be correct in record

ing that the parents lived in Nazareth before, as well as after 

the birth of Jesus. In this Matthew has only half the truth, 

namely, that they lived there after the birth; but in the state

ment that Jesus was born in Bethlehem both are clearly wrong. 

The source of their error, according to strauss, "is the Jewish 

opinion with which they fell in, that the Messiah must be born in 

Bethlehem;" the source of their truth "is the fact which lay 

before them, that he always passed for a Nazaarene." The confus

ion in the narratives resulted from the different emphasis each 

gives to Bethlehem as the birth place of Jesus, in accord with 

prophecy.19 

It is evident that much in the application of this crit

erion depends on the scope within which it is applied. In the 

application of the criterion, Strauss often proceeds from silence 

(i.e. an author, had he known a particular detail of an ~vent, 

would have mentioned it, etc.). The way Strauss has applied it 

he can, and does, set the gospel accounts in opposition on nearly 

all the episodes which are common to two or more of them. This 

appears to be simply the polar opposite of the harmonists finding 

a way neatly to harmonize all accounts. Both extremes operate 
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without a defined scope within which contradiction or consistency 

can be assessed. As F. C. Baur already recognized in his cri t

icism of strauss, to examine individual narratives historically, 

they must first be considered in the context in which they are 

found. 20 If the gospels are not haphazard collections, then it 

is a matter of crucial importance to take into account the intent 

or purpose of the author in determining the meaning of the part 

in relation to the whole. The result will be that differences 

are accounted for not in an abstract or atomistic fashion, but 

within the scope of their historical context.2l 

It is apparent from this example that strauss has attri

buted a decisive function to the criterion of dissimilarity. The 

criterion is a keystone in conjunction with the other criteria, 

and basic to the mythical interpretation of Strauss. Strauss 

gives the criticism a positive form, using it to attain negative 

resul ts. "If the contents of a narrative strikingly accord with 

certain ideas existing and prevailing within the circle from 

which the narrative proceeded ... it is more or less probable, 

according to circumstances, that such a narrative is of mythical 

origin.,,22 

The force of this criterion is evident in the following 

application of it. On this basis Strauss discounts the pre

existence of Jesus. What can be said for or against the under

standing of the pre-existence of Christ on other grounds is not 

the issue. But simply on the basis of this criterion, Strauss 

can say, "we are not warranted in adopting this view, unless it 
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can be shown that neither was the idea of the pre-existence of 

the Messiah extant among the Jews of Palestine before the time of 

Jesus, nor is it probable that Jesus attained such a notion 

independently of the ideas peculiar to his age and nation."23 

The application of this criterion serves to discount 

Bethlehem as the birth place of Jesus. The statement in Matthew 

and Luke stating that he was born there, is based on an expecta-

tion, originating in a prophetic passage (Matt. 2:5,6). This· 

Strauss refers to as a dangerous support, "which they who wish to 

retain as historical the gospel statement, that Jesus was born in 

Bethlehem, will do well to renounce." Continuity with the past 

through an expectation originating in the Old Testament is reg

arded as decisive in ruling out the account as historical. "For 

wherever we find a narrative which recounts the accomplishment of 

a Ion 9 ex P e c ted eve nt, a s t ron g sus pic ion m us tar i s e, t hat the 

narrative owes its origin solely to the pre-existent belief that 

that event would be accomplished.,,24 What is more, as Strauss 

sees it, since in this case the conviction that Jesus was born in 

Bethlehem is groundless, the alleged issue resulted in a false 

interpretation of a prophetic passage. 25 

This kind of application of the criterion lent great 

scope to Strauss's "mythical interpretation." Any reference to 

the Old Testament presented as an anticipation of an event in the 

New Testament may become the basis for affirming the report of 

such an event as myth. Strauss puts the case for myth in the 

narrative of Jesus' birth from the virgin concisely. In conform-
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ity with the passage of Isaiah 7:14 the belief prevailed that 

Jesus, as the Messiah, should be born of a virgin through divine 

agency. It was therefore taken for granted that what was to be 

actually did occur; thus originated the myth concerning the birth 

of Jesus. 26 What holds for the birth, is also true of the life 

and death of Jesus. Even the exclamation on the cross about 

being forsaken by God, with all the difficulty it has presented 

for Chr istian understand ing and interpretation, is set aside as 

without historical foundation because it is based on a reference 

to Psalm 22. Strauss makes use of this criterion even in a case 

where the New Testament makes no use of the Old Testament to 

refer to an event. Jesus calling of the disciples is a case in 

point. Strauss finds the authoritative call by Jesus and the 

direct response by the disciples difficult. If there is a way to 

show how the call might have been contructed on the basis of 

traditional material this is decisive in assigning a mythical 

interpretation. strauss refers first, to the notion of Jesus, the 

searcher of hearts, as a basis for the formation of such a myth. 

Second, there is a type of the apostles' vocation set forth (I 

Kings 19:19-21) in the way in which Elijah called Elisha. 27 

No more needs here to be said than that this application 

of the criterion is not critically applied; in the end applied 

without clear limits it becomes incredible. 28 Concerning the 

birth narrative, strauss makes no mention of the fact that in the 

more extensive account of Luke no reference is made to the proph

etic passage in associating the birth of Jesus with Bethlehem. 
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It is incongruous that a non-event should be bound up with so 

many historical persons, places, and circumstances that have no 

point apart from the actuality of the event. Further, the crit-

erion of dissimilarity in appropriate cases has a necessary 

place; but used by itself, and so misapplied, it proves to be 

self-reversing. In this case, since events are normally inter

preted in relation to past experience or tradition, the criterion 

cannot establish the non-historicity of the narrative. 

matter will be more fully considered in the conclusion. 

8. Application ~ Criteria 1Q Complete Narratives 

This 

To examine the criteria in relation to complete units in 

Strauss's work provides further precision in understanding his 

application of the criteria. It is also a way to discover more 

clearly the weight that Strauss gives to particular criteria. 

Not just individual aspects, but the landscape of Strauss's 

procedure and criticism should, in this way, become visible. A 

unit of Strauss's work "cures of lepers" in the section on mir

acles, will be considered. It is best to examine this unit in 

relation to what Strauss has to say in opening the section. The 

miracles allowed Strauss full scope for criticism. If the spec

ial manifestation of the divine is the essence of myth, then this 

is not surprising.3D 

In characteristic dialectical fashion Strauss begins with 

the supernatural positon, then then takes up the natural pos

ition, and finally turns for a solution to the mythical inter

pretation.31 In opening the section on miracles, Strauss briefly 
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considers Jesus as a miracle worker. According to Strauss, 

miracles were the naturally expected thing of the Messiah by the 

Jewish people; as the second Moses and greatest of the prophets 

he must excell in this area. It was in the light of the miracles 

that the people were led to consider Jesus as the Messiah (Matt. 

12:23; 11:23; 11:2ff; John 7:31). Not only miracles in general 

were expected, but also particular kinds of miracles. Here 

Strauss refers to miraculous happenings, such as the special 

provision of food and drink to the people under Moses (Ex. 

16:17); also the opening of eyes and raising of the dead under 

Elisha and Elizah (2 Kings 6; I Kings 17: II Kings 4). Among the 

prophecies, Isaiah 35:5,6 (Comp. Matt. 11:5) .is viewed as espec

ially important. From Strauss's viewpoint, in sofaras Jesus 

presented himself as the Messiah, and was believed to be the 

Messiah, he was required to meet this expectation. (Matt. 12:38; 

16:1; John 2:18; 6:30).32 Jesus more than satisfied this demand 

as reported by the gospels. But Strauss, in dialectical fashion, 

sets account against account, and brings this testimony to the 

miracles into question. He does it on the basis of Jesus' state

ment to the Pharisees in Mark 8:12, "I say to you, no sign shall 

be given to this generation;" a reference that is joined with 

statements by Jesus to the effect that no sign shall be given but 

"the sign of the prophet Jonah" (Matt. 12:39ff; 16:4; Lk.29f). 

After consideration of some possible al ternatives, Strauss con

cludes, "Nothing therefore remains but. .. that. .. Jesus would app

ear to have here repudiated the working of miracles in gen-
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eral. ,,33 As Strauss vie ws the matter, this is hard to reconc ile 

with the numerous accounts of miracles in the gospels; but it 

accords fully with the fact that i~ Acts and the epistles, with a 

few exceptions, the miracles appear to be unknown.34 So Strauss 

poses the dilemma: On the basis of the gospel accounts of mir-

acles should the statement of Jesus be explained away; or should 

one not, rather, on the strength of Jesus' statement (and the 

silence of apostolic writings), become distrustful of the numer-

ous histories of miracles in the gospels? 

In considering the miracle accounts preference is given 

by Strauss to the healing of demoniacs; advancement in knowledge 

provided a greater understanding of these cases, and they allowed 

a greater scope for Strauss's psychological explanation. There-

fore in these cases reports of healing at Jesus' word need not be 

It th °11 35 a oge er 1 usory. 

In the unit on cures of lepers, Strauss begins by noting 

the prominence these healings have in narratives of the miracles. 

He takes as an example the account common to the three synoptics; 

the man who comes, and falling on his knees before Jesus, en-

treats that he be cleansed of leprosy (Matt. 8:1ff; Mk. 1:40ff; 

Lk. 5:12ff).36 According to the supernatural interpretation, 

Jesus effects this by a touch, and in accordance with the law, 

tells him to go show himself to the priest. Matthew and Mark 

describe him simply as a "leper," but Luke more strongly, as a 

man "full of leprosy". At this point, Strauss refers to the 

natural explanation in which this is an indication of, and a 
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stage in, the healing process. The leper then is seen as asking 

for an examination by Jesus. And after Jesus' affirmative diag

nosis the leprosy did indeed quickly disappear. This cannot make 

sense of the present language in the text; strauss recognized it 

as completely foreign to the passage. According to the natural 

interpretation, the ordinary and regular is to be presupposed 

wherever possible. Strauss replies that the rule leaves unde

cided the difference in what would be ordinary and regular to a 

modern person, and the author of the writings to be explained. 

There the supernatural is a matter of course. 37 The verdict of 

Strauss: the natural interpretation is nonsensical and the super

natural interpretation impossible. Leprosy is the most obstinate 

and malignant of diseases. That a person with such a malady 

should by word or touch become instantly cured is so inconceiv

able "that everyone who is free from certain prejudices (as a 

critic ought always to be) must involuntarily be reminded by it 

of the realm of fable.,,38 

Strauss remarks that in the fabulous region of the Orient, 

and particularly in Jewish legend, the sudden appearance and 

disappearance of leprosy is a primary cause of wonder and legend. 

Strauss makes reference to accounts in the Old Testament dealing 

with leprosy and the healing of leprosy (Ex. 4:6,7; Num 12:10ff; 

2 Kings 5). On the basis of these accounts" Strauss says "I 

know not what we ought to need beyond these Old Testament narra

tives to account for the origin of the evangelical anecdotes,,39 

This can be said on the supposition that what the first deliverer 
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(Moses) did, the second (Jesus) must surely accomplish. This was 

included in the Jewish idea of Messiah, and Christians who be

lieved inducement to glorify his history by such traits.,,40 

In concluding this unit on the cures of lepers, Strauss 

takes up the narrative of the healing of the ten lepers in Luke 

17:12ff. He observes that the rationalists have more of a case 

in this instance. The lepers do not explicitly ask to be cured, 

their plea is simply, "Have mercy on us". Nor does Jesus speak a 

word or do anything to effect a cleansing. They are merely 

enjoined to go show themselves to the priest. From this the 

rationalists drew the conclusion that Jesus, after ascertaining 

their condition, told them to go and be examined by the priests, 

and this resulted in their being pronounced clean. Jesus is then 

seen as giving sound advice. But Strauss's question is, how does 

this explain the ardent gratitude of the Samaritan who returned? 

This part of the narrative, including Jesus' response, makes the 

natural explanation impossible. 

But Strauss does see in this narrative a pecul~arity 

which distinguishes it from the first. In the present instance, 

the narrative seems to have been composed for the sake of the 

instruction conveyed. That the one who is a model of thankful

ness is a Samritan is not without significance. Again, it is 

Luke alone who has the parable of the Good Samaritan. Strauss 

infers that, since the sudden cure of these lepers cannot be 

historical, a parable is involved in the formation of this narra-

ti v e. Jesus told a parable in which he, Jesus, represented 
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grati tude, just as, in the other parable, he represented compas

sion. The only difficulty is that Jesus did not normally make 

himself the object of his parables. Strauss concludes that 

interpretation must reckon with the combination of a healing 

legend (of lepers) and an element from the parables of Jesus that 

Christian legend has woven into this narrative.41 

One element, basic in Strauss's criticism, but not pre

sent in the review of this unit, is the law dealing with contra-

diction as it applies to differences between accounts. The next 

unit in the section on miracles, a unit dealing with cures of the 

blind, features this aspect prominently. The the first part, 

Strauss gives a criticism of the difference between Matthew and 

the two other synoptics on the healing of blindness outside 

Jericho. According to Matthew, there were two men. Mark and 

Luke only speak of one man. In Matthew and Mark the healing 

takes place as they leave Jericho; in Luke as they draw near to 

the city (Matt. 20;29-34; Mk. 10:46-52; Lk. 18:35-43). Strauss 

lists the desperate attempts of the harmonists to bring these 

accounts into a unity. Neither the supernatural nor the natural 

interpretation of this incident can put the accounts together. 

From both standpoints the narratives are seen to be discredited. 

According to Strauss, the only viable solution is to presuppose 

that legend has been at work. 42 In the last part of the unit, 

Strauss deals with the healing of the blind man in John 9:1ff. 

The obstacles in the natural interpretation are first recorded. 

Then Strauss proceeds to criticize the narrative on the basis of 
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its absence in the synoptic aCcounts. His criticism is that if 

in the formation of apostolic tradition, in the selection of 

miracles, any reason was exercised, it must have been in the form 

of the following two rules: first, to choose the greater mir

acles before those less important; second, those miracles with 

which edifying discourses were connected, before those not ser

ving this end. On both counts the healing of the man born blind 

has priority. It would have admirably suited the purpose of the 

first three evangelists. If it had been present in the tradition 

from which they drew, they could not have failed to introduce it 

in their accounts. And since it is not to be found in "the 

common evangelical tradition; the suspicion arises that it per

haps never did occur.,,43 Thus the account of John is discredited 

on basis of the silence of the synoptics. 

The aim in this section has been to delineate Strauss's 

application of the criteria in the context of his criticism. It 

becomes apparent that the dialectial procedure is dominent in 

Strauss's criticism; this gives the work its telling impact. The 

announced criteria are not directly or systematically applied. 

The announced criteria are not directly or systematically app-

1 i ed. The impres~ion Strauss gives is that he rejects both 

supernatural and rationalism: yet when he finds it inappropriate 

to make use of the mythical interpretation, he invariably re

sorts to the rationalist explanation. The use of psychology in 

the interpretation of the miracles is a prime example of a re

fined rationalism.44 There is also an arbitrary rationalism in 
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the judgment on statements in the gospels that will be accepted 

as historical and those not so accepted. The reasoning has at 

least three stages: 

(1) Any given statement in the gospels may be taken to ref

lect historical fact. 

(2) The statement may be isolated from its meaning in the 

gospel's own context. 

(3) Nothing in the gospels that fails to correspond to the 

freshly established statement may be taken to reflect 

historical fact. 45 

In stage one the selection of the statement is made, 

i.e., "no sign shall be given to this generation." No examin

ation is made of how the word sign is used in the different 

contexts. Sign is clearly not used to refer to miracles in the 

synoptics. 46 The possibility that a quite specific reality is 

envisioned by the word sign is entertained just long enough to be 

dismissed. Further, this statement is isolated from its context. 

In the very chapter (Mk. 8) in which this statement occurs, it is 

preceded by the miraculous feeding of the four thousand, followed 

by a discussion mf Jesus with the disciples about the meaning of 

particular miracles, followed by the miracle of the healing of a 

blind man. Certainly the meaning of the statement in Mark is not 

to negate these narratives. Inherent in Strauss's dialectical 

procedure is this atomistic criticism in which no account is 

given of the gospels as they are. 
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Another aspect of Strauss's criticism is the way in which 

certainties are derived from suppositions. The vital cause in 

the production of miracle narratives is the expectation by the 

people of the Messiah. It is a supposition to be examined, but 

it is and remains, no more than a supposition without being 

tested and shown to be valid. Strauss was quite right to point 

out the gaps in the reconciliations of gospel accounts produced 

by the harmonists. There are certainly some real difficulties in 

reconciling the gospel accounts; some differences, at least on 

the basis of present information, are impossible to reconcile. 

For criticism of gospel narratives, more than the categories the 

know (historical) and the false (unhistorical) are needed; the 

needed category is that of the unknown. Strauss's dialectical 

form of criticism may often be dramatic, but it is also often 

arbitrary. 
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C. Disparity Between Criteria and Actual Critical Practise 

In his criticism strauss goes far beyond the judgments of 

non-historicity required by the application of the criteria. 

This may be demonstrated by the addition, to what has already 

been observed, by typical examples that are dispersed through the 

book. In the appearance of the angel to Mary, strauss says, "the 

real angel Gabriel would hardly have proclaimed the advent of the 

Messiah in a phraseology so strictly Jewish."47 If an angel were 

to communicate to a Jewish woman the situation would indeed be 

absurd if the angel sought to do so in a non-Jewish way (the 

problem is, rather, that the event is not seriously considered to 

be within the realm of possibility). In other cases miracles are 

discounted because they have "no worthy object," Le. that Simeon 

and Anna should be enabled to discern the messianic child is such 

an occasional and isolated object for miracles that it cannot be 

reconciled "with just ideas of the divine providence."48 A 

similar kind of judgment is related to the healing of the deaf 

man in Mark 7:34ff. The occasion is not appropriate for Jesus to 

have sighed before the healing, as he is reported to have done. 

Strauss also refers to Mark's use of the original Aramaic words 

in this instance, and in the raising of the daughter of Jairus 

(Mk. 5:41). These words, which Mark explains, prove "that he 

must have attributed to this original form special significance, 

which, as it appears from the context, can only have been a 

magical one." (Why are they not rather an indication of original 

tradition?)49 The readiness of John the Baptist to give pre-
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cedence to Jesus, though reported by all four gospels, is incon

ceivable on the basis of human nature, according to Strauss, and 

is therefore declared unhistorical. 50 The incident of some dis

ciples turning to Jesus at John's direction is judged to be "a 

free version of the sending of the two disciples by John from 

prison."51 But that the two disciples actually had access to 

John in prison and were sent by him is, in turn, considered 

improbable.52 The arbitrary character of critical judgments 

depending on the dialectical procedure is well illustrated in the 

case of the healing of the paralytic as recorded by the synoptics 

(Matt. 9:1-8); Mk. 2:1-12; Lk. 5:17-26). On any account the 

substance of the reports is the same; the details that are rep

orted vary; Matthew gives an abbreviated account, while Mark and 

Luke give about equally full accounts. On the basis of this kind 

of difference Strauss discounts the credibility of the narr

ative.53 Further, Strauss makes stringent application of the 

criterion of dissimilarity to exclude any narrative in the New 

Testament as un historical that makes direct use of an Old Testa

ment prophetic reference. At the same time, in another connec

tion he emphasized that Jesus is only properly perceived histori

cally in relation to his context. 54 Reading the scriptures in 

relation to present events was part of that context. 

Strauss, in the preface to his work put the issue to be 

decided in the following way: "whether, in fact, and to what 

extent, the ground on which we stand in the gospels is histori

cal." More precisely, in announcing the criteria he set as an 
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aim the determination of the various forms of the unhistorical in 

the gospels, and not to renounce "the historical which they may 

likewise contain." In the closing dogmatic section he concluded 

the gospel narratives are to be regarded "for the most part as 

mere m yth.,,55 His wor k com pell ed the facing 0 f certai n matters 

in new ways; this gained for it a measure of enduring signif-

icance. With the criteria framed to determine non-historicity, 

it is not surprising that nothing is made of the historical, and 

that the result is fundamentally negative. In the process a 

certain disparity between the theory and the practise of crit

icism becomes evident between the formulation of the criteria and 

their application. Sometimes simply by means of the dialectical 

procedure statements are ruled out as impossible; judgments un

related to the criteria are the result. 

What is the vital source of this disparity? Strauss 

prov ides the answer in the preface to his book. First, there is 

the claim that he, above other cri tical scholars, possessed the 

advantage the inner emancipation of thought and feeling from 

certain religious and dogmatic presuppositions as a result of his 

philosophical studies. Second, there is his perception of the 

gospel accounts as primitive and outdated. "It appeared to the 

author of this work ... that it was time to substitute a new mode 

of considering the life of Jesus, in place of the antiquated 

system s of supranatural ism and natural ism ."56 Seeing Chr istian

ity as an anachronism generated in Strauss a certain animus. 

Since the supposed historicity must be shown up for what it is, 
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what is required is the demolition of obsolete or traditional 

Christianity so that a new adequate, interpretation of Christian-

ity, along Hegelian lines, might take its place. Of course, as 

Strauss saw the issue, it was a matter of intellectual honesty. 

As noted, on the basis of Hegel's distinction between represent-

ation and concept Strauss concluded that philosophy supersedes 

religion; a conclusion that was all the easier because Strauss 

viewed Chrstianity essentially as a set of dogmas.57 Once he had 

identified the ultimate truth of Christianity as the unity of God 

and man, he had located the idea in the image, and therefore the 

latter could be abandoned for the former. In accord with Hegel, 

the spirit was expressing itself in a new and definitive way, 

incorporating past truth while transcending it, in the era in 

which philosophy revealed the identity of God and man.58 Strauss 

sums up this point concisely, 

Thus if we know the incarnation, death and resurrection, 
the duplex neqatioz affirm at , as the eternal circulation, 
the infinitely repeated pulsation of the divine life; 
what special importance can attach to a single fact, 
which is but a mere sensible image of this unending 
process? Our age demands to be led in Christology to the 
idea in the fact, to the race in the individual: a 
theology which, in its doctrines on the Christ, stops 
short at him ~ an individual, is not properly theology, 
but a homily." 

If this is the ultimate sense of Christology, the great 

universal process in which the Spirit moves inexorably toward the 

goal of the final absorption in the infinite, then there is 

little significance in a particular historical event (any event 

can onl y be a sm all mom ent in the great process) .60 
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This leads of itself to the recogniton that Strauss's 

inner emancipat10n through philosophical studies does not result 

in simple objectivity, but a remote relation to New Testament 

perspectives. Through hundreds of pages of analysis, Strauss 

remains impervious to the basic themes and concerns of gospel 

literature.61 This remoteness is part of the reason for the 

atomistic form of his criticism. The requirement of understand

ing the gospel accounts in their own right, for the purpose of 

historical understanding, is not attained. Strauss finds a cat

egory like redemption no longer tenable. It requires particular 

divine action; an immanent God who actualizes himself in the 

whole constituted by the world and mankind is no longer a God of 

redemption and judgment. Consciousness of redemption implies a 

consciousness of sin; Strauss lacked a consciousness of sin and a 

sense of empathy with those who had it (not to say anything about 

a sense of solidarity with the downtrodden and the exploited.62 

Neither his own bitter experience nor the upheavals of his time 

caused him to "reflect theologically on the nature of man; it was 

enough to blame stupidity and prejudice. Though he could speak 

of religion as the consciousness of unity between the infinite 

and the finite, human finitude apparently presented him with no 

deep moral problems which called for some form of redemption."63 

Strauss inevitably had an optimistic view of man, based on his 

philosophy and the meaning of the modern technological world. 

With no real plight to which redemption is an alternative, it s 

meaningless to speak of a redeemer.64 Thus, the disparity between 
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the theory and practise of criticism in strauss rests on the twin 

pillars of attachment to Hegelian philosophy on the one hand, and 

antagonism to traditional Christianity on the other. 



CONCLUSION AND APPRAISAL 

An evaluation of Strauss's gospel criticism may well 

begin with the impact of that criticism. Though what he accom

plished never matched what he originally intended, in his more 

limited role Strauss was devastatingly effective. The impact of 

Strauss may be summed up in relation to four areas: Cl) His 

work revealed the confusion and ambiguity with which the task of 

criticism had bee.n done; all previous attempts by both rational

ists and supernaturalists to give historical account of the 

founding events of the Christian faith were superseded. l This 

brought criticism to a crossroad. One direction, followed in the 

wake of strauss, is to welcome the results as demonstrating the 

necessary independence of Christian faith from any form of hist

orical correlation. Another direction represents the attempt to 

show the inadequacies of Strauss's critical method, and con

sequently the inaccurate and inadequate result. (2) The con

sequence of Strauss's work leads to a fresh consideration of the 

gospel accounts; both form criticism and redaction criticism 

gained their first impetus from the work of Strauss. 2 (3) 

Strauss compells a deeper and more precise reflection on the 

relation of faith to events narrated in the gospels, and the 

relation of ptesupposition to criticism. (4) The radical theo-

logy of immanence, proposed by Strauss as both a critique of and 

alternative to the transcendent, separated, deity of orthodox 

63 
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theology, demands renewed consideration of the nature of God and 

his relation to the world. 

The immanental theology of strauss unavoidably raises the 

issue of presupposition in criticism. The difficulty was made 

more complex by Strauss in that he identified his philosophical 

standpoint with the possibility of critical (scientific) and 

historical research. Historical investigation was to be without 

presupposition, and it was to be so on the basis of its exclusion 

of miraculous divine action. 3 The difficulty was hidden under 

the cover of neutrality or objectivity. The crucial issue in the 

work of strauss, therefore, is that of presupposition. With the 

passage of time, it has become clear that pre-understanding 

(presupposition) is a given as part of language and understand

ing. 4 At the same time not every presupposition is equally 

arbi trary. The question is whether the text will be able to 

speak what is new. What is called for is that the interpreter 

remain open to the meaning of the text; then its content may come 

into play and deoide the appropriate way of inquiring into i t. 5 

As part of his philosophical stance, strauss accepted as his own 

the position assumed by philosophers since the Enlightenment, 

ruling out the possibility of particular divine action such as 

revelation or miracle. In doing so he followed the path, not of 

the atheist, but the path of the immanental theist: "God acts 

upon the world as a whole immediately, but on each part only by 

means of his action on every other part, that is to say, by the 

laws of nature.,,6 As miracle comes to be defined in the contro-
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versy between naturalism and supernaturalism, a false dichotomy 

is developed. It involves an absolute distinction between the 

miraculous and the natural, as if the natural can simply be 

considered on its own. Divine action, then, is perceived as 

foreign to the natural. It involves a mechanical view of nature 

(in contrast to the view of nature as an organism), set in motion 

by external force and cohering in purely external relations of 

cause and effectJ Immanental theism cannot really avoid these 

difficulties. The confusion of God and man creates its own 

problems and provides no real alternative. On the basis of 

Chrstian theism it can be affirmed that God is involved and acts 

in history, without denying that he is also independent and 

distinct. If God is understood as truly transcendent, then he 

can also be understood as truly immanent in particular historical 

events or persons. Only in these terms are both the freedom 

(contingency) and unity of history preserved. An interpretation 

of history in which history as a whole is viewed as development 

in the strict sense (the immanental world view) does not do 

justice to the openness of all things to the future. This makes 

it inadequate on theological as well as historical grounds. 8 

"The God who by the transcendence of his freedom is the origin of 

contingency in the world, is also the ground of the unity which 

comprises the contingencies as history.,,9 The reality of God is 

not exhausted by his being the origin of the world, that is, of 

normal, ever repeating, processes and events. As the living 

(transcendent) God he can initiate new events in the course of 
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his creation. This certainty that God again and again performs 

new acts forms the basis for an understanding of history, which 

in God's faithfulness moves toward a goal of fulfillment. lO In 

this way the mysteries of history can be seen to be ultimately 

rational and meaningful because God orders the genuine contin

gency and novelty of history to his own appropriate purposes. 

There may even be reference to "necessity" in history, when 

events are viewed as past rather than present or future; "but 

necessity does not derive from God's necessary ingredience in the 

historical process. It derives rather from his lordship in and 

over the contingencies of history."ll 

In accord with immanental theology, in which he sought a 

path between atheism and supernaturalism, strauss raised the 

question of the nature of the gospel accounts in a new way. 

Attention to the gospels on their own terms, i.e. genre and 

purpose, could have saved Strauss long discussions about their 

historicity. Interpretation of the gospel accounts need not be 

limited to the alternatives: either mythical or historical. 

Strauss simply misses the vital character of the gospel accounts. 

The gospels are not written from the perspective of disinterested 

recorders but by committed witnesses; the gospels are not simply 

or directly the narration of history.13 At the same time as 

heralds of the gospel, these witnesses do not stand in isolation, 

"but rather speak: of events in which God has acted or will act, 

and whose language is heard through the biblical witness insofar 

as this formulates the inherent meaning of these events.,,14 
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Thus, the historical basis of gospel proclamation is not to be 

overlooked; it is this which gives it binding validity. 

A critical limitation in strauss is that he framed his 

project within too narrow a compass. The category of myth is not 

the only alternative to direct description. The use of imagery 

(metaphor) and the language of evaluation may be combined in a 

statement which in purely descriptive terms would constitute 

contradiction. The application of the term "Son of God" is an 

example of this. As early as the Arian controversy the chronolo

gical implications of the word "son" were recognized not to be 

applicable to the relation between Christ and God.15 This corr

esponds to the recognition that certain realities are not ad

equately encompassed in terms simply of description. 

To evaluate strauss on his own ground, the definiton of 

myth must be examined. The problem in strauss is that categories 

not proper to the subject are imposed upon it. The phenomenon of 

myth is not approached and defined in terms of its own character. 

Myth represents a whole understanding of reality in which the 

supernatural elements do not stand alone.16 In its original 

setting myth is a way of ordering the particulars of experience 

into a unified whole. The ordering of experience involves the 

personalizing of forces in nature; elemental impressions of na

ture are transfomed into stories about gods. The order of the 

world is never taken for granted, it has its true basis in a 

primeval event which determines the present structure of 

things.17 Myth, then, is not defined by the criterion used in 
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the nineteenth century, nor is it limited merely to the subjec

tive. 

Further, the links between the Bible and myth need clari

fication. Fundamentally, the evidence is that in Israel the 

understanding of reality stands in contrast to the mythical-18 

In Israel, all magical ceremonies, all conjuring of spirits, all 

gaurantees secured through divine power are taken from man; 

nature, as the creation of God, is not revered or identified as 

something divine. 19 At the same time, the language of myth is 

used at many points; Brevard Childs refers to this as "broken 

myth", performing a service in the Old Testament as part of its 

own witness. It serves as extended figure of speech; it is also 

used to picture the reality of the eschatological age. 20 What 

happens is that typological application is made of historical 

experiences of salvation, directed towards the future and at the 

same time surpassing the event used as a type (it is no mere 

repetition of its model). This means typological thought is 

dintinct from mythical thought, which knows of no future that 

surpasses and so supersedes the mythical primal age. 21 

Thus, the Old Testament view, while adapting at certain 

points terms and images from a mythical setting, stands in con

trast to the mythical view of reality.22 What is true for the 

Old Testament is certainly true for the New. There is a new 

vitality in the images and words of Jesus and his followers that 

quickened and changed existing ways of thought; these are images 

and words meant to portray the real nature of things and the 
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course of existence so far as human speech can convey such real

ities. 23 Basic conceptions such as judgment oJ the dead and 

resurrection of the dead, related to general human concerns and 

questions, have a place in myth; but they are not mythical in 

themselves, because they are not necessarily the repetition of 

mythical primeval events (having neither a mythical origin or 

structure).24 The idea of incarnation of the Son of God itself, 

viewed fom the standpoint of myth, takes on a very odd character. 

For the understanding is not merely that God appeared in human 

form, but that he became identical with a human being who actual

ly lived, and even suffered and died as that person. There are, 

in Hellenism, various legends telling of epiphanies of heavenly 

beings in human or other forms, but never to the point of in-

dissoluble identity with an historical person. This breaks 

through the form of myth and is contrary to the nature of myth 

i tsel f .25 For what is historically unique is in direct contrast 

to myth, which expresses what is archetypal and timeless. There

fore, it can be said that the characteristic elements of Biblical 

thought can best 'be seen in contrast to mythical thought. 26 

An essential element in Strauss's criticism is the way he 

relates the Old Testament to the New. As noted, according to 

Strauss the reference by the gospel writers to the Old Testament 

is normally decisive in the determination of an account as mythi

cal. This, in large part, is how Strauss accounts for the my tho-

logizing process on the part of the early church. It represents 

the use of a fortn of the criterion of dissimilarity, as it has 
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come to be known, to determine myth. strauss makes use of the 

criterion in characteristic either/or form. The application of 

the criterion implies that either Jesus is new and original at 

every point, where this is not so myth is to be affirmed. On the 

face of it, it is odd, not to say impossible, to be told on the 

one hand that Jesus can only be understood in the context of his 

Jewish setting and on the other to read that a saying or an event 

cannot historically be true of Jesus because it is in direct 

continuity with the Jewish tradition. Of course, it should be 

clear that anticipation by itself does not decide the reality or 

non-reality of an event. 

The actual pattern in which the Old Testament is referred 

to in giving acc(!)unt of Jesus, is the decisive test of Strauss's 

criticism at this point. First, that the event of Jesus should 

be interpreted in continuity with the Old Testament is to be 

expected. In the Old Testament itself there is the pattern of 

understanding present events by reference to God-effected hist

ory. Indeed, inherent in understanding is "the placing of one

self within a process of tradition, in which past and present are 

constantly fused.,,27 Tradition does not stand over against 

understanding, but is the horizon within which understanding 

takes place. This does not mean that tradition is appropriated 

uncr it ic ally. B,ut wit hout th is contin ui t y t here is not hi ng on 

which the new can be predicated, and so it cannot be appro

priated. That is why, in truth, the new is never wholly new. It 

i s pre c e d e d b Y aln ant i c i pat ion, 0 r b yap rom is e, 0 the r w is e i t 
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could not be grasped or accepted, and it could not be effective 

in history. This provides the basis for an affirmative eval

uation of the continuity between Jesus and the Jewish tradition. 

In this perspective the thesis of strauss that the Jewish expect

ation (drawn from the Old Testament) is the source out of which 

the gospel image of Jesus is sculpted can now be more closely 

examined. 

Strauss takes note of the new and original understanding 

of the Old Testament by the gospel writers. He can only see this 

use as arbitrary and be offended. But this new significance seen 

by Christians is itself a pointer to the fact that it is the 

event of Christ that is determinative; in the light of these 

overwhelming happenings Christians turned with fresh eyes to the 

Old Testament scriptures. This is confirmed from another dir

ection. In the New Testament Jesus is recognized to be more 

authoritative than scripture; he fulfills and at the same time 

transcends scripture. The way in which this happens can be 

illuminated by the reference to Jesus as the Messiah. It is 

interesting that Str~uss should accept as historical Jesus' 

understanding of himself as the Messiah. The term is important 

in the Old Testament and is very much an aspect of Jewish expect

ation. But what in the world would lead Christians to find the 

king of Israel in Jesus of Nazareth? There is continuity but 

there is also a surprising newness associated with Jesus as the 

Messiah. "It was not only Jesus own use of scripture, but also 

his person, his character, and the mighty work of God in him that 
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gave a new coherence to scripture and led to a new use of it.,,28 

Strauss is offended because the meaning discovered in particular 

passages seldom coincides with that which it had in its original 

setting. If the event of Christ is the controlling factor than 

something more than a mere repetition of Old Testament textsis to 

be expected; the Old Testament texts are placed in relation to 

the present event~,: of Jesus and the fulfillment of God's purpose 

in him. 

As a consequence, in the New Testament, there are diff

erent levels of reference to the Old Testament; a distinction 

between typology (events of parallel character Le. Matt. 2:15) 

and the use of prophetic (future) references is helpful. "The 

main line of interpretation of the Old Testament exemplified in 

the New is not only consistent and intelligent in itself, but 

also founded upon a genuinely historical understanding of the 

process of the religious ... history of Israel as a whole.,,29 And 

Jesus of Nazareth is the culm.ination of this history of God's 

dealings with his people, so putting into effect his saving 

purpose. The remoteness of his perspective and the atomistic 

character of his criticism prevent Strauss from seeing anything 

more than a mythologiziing process in the continuity between Old 

and New Testament. 

Definite consequences follow from this examination of 

myth. Strauss's equation of gospel narrative with myth rests on 

a faulty definition of myth; he is off-base in identifying myth 

with the Biblical view of reality; and his account of the my tho-
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logizing process by the early church is self-reversing. Lacking 

the category of myth, Strauss is left without the basic criterion 

by which to account for the gospel narratives. 

One who e'n d u res S t r a u s s' s L i f e '0 f J e sus tot he end will 

encounter critical ins ights about Jesus, but hardly a portrayal 

that accounts for him. The reason, the adaptation of the Hegel-

ian distinction between representation and concept. By this 

means certain truths taught by Jesus can be validated while Jesus 

himself may be allowed to disappear into historical obscurity. 

Issue can be taken w·ith the Hegelian formulation itself. Truth 

is not to be reduced to a matter of concepts, but has a broader 

base in experience and reality.3D A final dichotomy between the 

truth of reason and truth of history cannot be upheld. This is 

to say that the relationship between faith and the content of 

faith is an histoTically mediated relationship. Invol ved in the 

basis of faith is the question of whether faith in Jesus Christ 

is true and in accord with Jesus himself. In this way faith 

proceeds to distinguish itself from mere credulity or unbelief, 

seeking the truth of Jesus himself. This is only accomplished 

~long historical lines; but the investigation cannot be allowed 

to be diverted from its own ends. The presumption that committed 

witness precludes accountability to Jesus and the tradition about 

him is one such diversion. 

I tis i m po s sib 1 e eve n a san his tor ian tow r i t e his tor y 

without personal involvement. One narrating an historical event 

must choose betw'een what is important and what appears to be 
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merely of secondary importance. To do so one must understand to 

som e extent the rlature of the event i tsel f. Where this under

standing is not present a superficial, not to say distorted, 

account will be the result. For this reason it is not wide of 

the mark to say, "The effect of methodical scepticism has been to 

s ti fle histor ical investigation.,,3l 

From the perspective of Chr istian faith, historical cri

ticism is, therefore, both desirable and inevitable. The crucial 

issue with Strauss is the relation of presupposition to criti

cism. Beyond that, it is important to consider the effect of the 

criteria in Strauss's criticism. That effect expressed itself in 

the prescription that what must not be cannot be. If it is 

improper to argue that since Jesus was the Son of God this saying 

or that deed is historical, the same holds in arguing that Jesus 

cannot have been the Son of God and therefore a particular saying 

or deed must be mythical. The question remains to be settled by 

a sifting of the evidence and a judgment on the basis of that 

evidence. Neither mere scepticism or credulity is appropriate or 

constructive. That is, criteria, whether negative or affirma

tive, cannot be used preemptively without warrant in a particular 

context. The validity of the criteria remains to be established, 

and the application of them must be justified from context to 

context. The criteria whether negative or affirmative, stand on 

an equal footing: "If I want to declare something to be histori-

cal, I must prove it. If I want to declare something to be 

unhistorical, I must prove that too.,,32 Strauss is an example of 
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attention to detail in his criticism. The formulation of speci

fic criteria, attention to distance between the New Testament and 

the modern world, and attention to the nature of the gospel 

narratives may be counted as gains. Negatively, he is also 

instructive in exemplifying the way that ideology and presupposi

tion may combine to short-circuit interpretation of the gospel 

accounts on their own terms. 
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