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THE CONCEPT OF HISTORY

What does “history” mean? I can think of several definitions. “History” can mean:

1. past events (“Oh, that’s history now”)
2. the evidence of past events (fossils, skeletons, pottery, stone inscriptions, Louis XVI’s letters, Mozart’s symphonies) (“A fascinating piece of history has just been discovered in Wales”)
3. an account of past events (“He has written a history of the Sino-Tibetan War”)
4. the collectivity of accounts of past events (“Here is where we keep our history”)
5. the discipline whose products are accounts of past events (“I’m majoring in history”)
6. the method used in the discipline of history (“You’re doing history, not anthropology”).

Instances of “history” (or the adjective “historical”) in Jesus research reflects this variety of meanings.

History as “an account of past events” means that an account is based on historical realities. This definition will include such narratives as the account of the ten plagues prior to the exodus; the Succession Narrative (2 Sam 9-20, 1 Kgs 1-2); the gospel of Mark; and the first two chapters of Galatians. I see no problem in calling each of these an instance of the overarching genre of “history.” But there are nevertheless quite evident differences among these instances of history—among other things, differences in the degree to which they incorporate legendary materials, i.e., items or events that lack reference to “historical realities.”

It should especially be noted how easy it is in gospel research to equivocate between “history” as past events and “history” as accounts of past events. In the statement, “The gospels are not history in the modern sense,” “history” seems to mean “accounts of past events”; but the qualifier, “in the modern sense,” raises the question of methodology. If by “modern” is meant “in the modern period” (Renaissance to the present), then the evangelists certainly did not employ modern historical methodology: it did not exist in their day. But this in turn raises the question, “How does ancient historical method differ from modern historical method?”

Another statement about history is, “The gospels are not a systematic recounting of events per se.” The gospels are certainly recountings of events, so the denial of the applicability of this description to the gospels must be because of the words “systematic” and “per se.” But the gospels are certainly systematic in the sense that they recount events “in order” (as Luke says, 1:3). So the applicability to the gospels of the predicate, “not a systematic recounting of events per se,” must be because the gospels are not only or not primarily a systematic recounting of events (this, I suspect, is what is meant by “per se”). Here again, the crucial question seems to be, “How does ancient historical method differ from modern historical method?”

Every work of history is a combination of data (events asserted actually to have happened) and interpretation of the data; even the choices of which words to use in describing a past event interpret the event to some extent. A “history in the modern sense,” no less than a history from ancient times, includes interpretation. Joachim Jeremias’ book, The Parables of Jesus, for example, is a work of history (it is a recounting of events), and it is a combination of data and interpretation; if it were pure data, it could not be criticized for its interpretation of the events it recounts, as for example Bernard Brandon Scott, in Hear Then the Parable, criticizes its interpretation. So the difference between ancient history and modern history is not that ancient history lacks data and modern includes them, nor that ancient history has interpretation and modern does not. Rather, the difference lies in the fact that modern history’s effort to maximize fact and minimize interpretation is more careful. Modern history, in other words, is more careful in its efforts to ensure that the events it asserts happened correspond to events that did in fact happen.

Were ancient historians less careful because they cared less about whether the events they related actually happened? To some extent this may have been the case. For example, the evangelists’ overriding purpose was not to relate data but an interpretation of data (John 20:31, Jesus’ signs “are written so that you may come to believe”). The gospels, originally the preaching of the Church, are religious or theological interpretations of what happened.

But, even if historical accuracy was not their primary intention, it does not follow that it was not a secondary intention. Probably less care was taken in ancient times than in modern because ancient historians lacked the modern understanding of history and the modern tools of history.

THE HISTORICITY OF THE GOSPELs

In 1893, Pope Leo XIII promulgated the encyclical Providentissimus Deus (On the Study of Holy Scripture). It encouraged scripture scholars to seek original sources in the Bible and to perform historical investigations. (But it also condemned a rationalist approach to scripture that a priori denied the possibility of prophecy and miracles.) In 1902, Leo established the Pontifical Biblical Commission to decide on important controversial questions concerning scripture. Its head is the prefect of the Dicastery for the Doctrine of the Faith, and it currently has 21 members.

In 1964 the Pontifical Biblical Commission published a work entitled The Historicity of the Gospels. In it the Commission provides Catholic biblical scholars with directives concerning the ways in which and the degrees to which the gospels should be considered historical. Below are major excerpts from the document.

Ch. 1: “If the opportunity presents itself, the exegete may look for the sound elements in the method of “form criticism,” and use them to acquire a fuller understanding of the Gospels. However he must move with caution in this area, because the method is often interlaced with inadmissible philosophical and theological principles, which frequently vitiate either the method itself or its judgments on literary questions.”

Ch. 2: “the exegete should carefully note the three stages of the tradition, through which the life and teaching of Jesus have come down to us.

“1)	Our Lord’s Teaching . . .

“2)	The Apostles’ Teaching . . . They faithfully set forth His life and His words, adapting the format of their preaching to the condition of their audience. . . . However there is no reason to deny the fact that the apostles, in telling their listeners about our Lord’s deeds and words, utilized the fuller understanding which they had acquired from the glorious events of Christ’s life and the guidance of the Spirit of truth. . . . they explained His deeds and words according to the needs of their audience. . . . we can single out the following categories in the preaching of Christ’s heralds: catechetical formulas, narrative reports, eyewitness accounts, hymns, doxologies, prayers, and similar literary genres commonly found in Sacred Scripture and the speech of that period.

“3)	The Four Evangelists . . . This primitive instruction was passed on orally at first, and later written down. . . . The sacred authors, each using an approach suited to his specific purpose, recorded this primitive teaching . . . Of the many elements at hand they reported some, summarized others, and developed still others in accordance with the needs of the various churches. . . . From the material available to them the Evangelists selected those items most suited to their specific purpose and to the condition of a particular audience. And they narrated these events in the manner most suited to satisfy their purpose and their audience’s condition.”

“The truth of the Gospel account is not compromised because the Evangelists report the Lord’s words and deeds in different order. Nor is it hurt because they report His words, not literally but in a variety of ways, while retaining the same meaning. As St. Augustine says: “[The Holy Spirit] guided and directed the sacred writers as they thought about the things which they were going to write down; but He probably allowed each writer to arrange his narrative as he saw fit.””

“Recent studies indicate that the life and teaching of Jesus were not simply related so as to be remembered; they were “preached” to provide the basis of faith and morals for the Church. . . . However, he [an exegete] should always be prepared to obey the Magisterium of the Church.”

Exegetes should “take advantage of the solid advances made in biblical research and the contributions of modern scholars . . .”
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