GARDNER-WEBB UNIVERSITY

GERMAN USAGE OF THE HISTORICAL-CRITICAL METHOD
FROM 1800-1918

A PAPER SUBMITTED TO
DR. LORIN CRANFORD
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF TH REQUIREMENTS OF
NEW TESTAMENT SEMINAR

BY

KRIS PATTON

BOILING SPRINGS, NORTH CAROLINA

MARCH 16, 2004






INTRODUCTION!

The Historical-Critical Method of New Testament interpretation got its start in the
enlightenment, and the scholastic search for scientific proof as a basis for truth. It opened scrip-
ture up to the individual investigation of its literary structure and its truthfulness.> This process
seeks to follow facts wherever they lead, and does not assume that the text is infallible. * The
student of scripture is being asked to play the part of the historian. This put a lot of tension be-
tween the Church and the proponents of the Historical-Critical Method. The problem is that the
two had different world views. The church had more of an Augustinian world view where as
those pursuing the Historical-Critical Method had a world view shaped by the Enlightenment.*
The tradition of Augustine said that humans are corrupted by the fall, salvation requires the di-
rect intervention of God, the doctrine of election, and it trusted the church and scriptures to pro-
vide knowledge of truth for individual life.> The enlightenment world view saw human nature as

innocent and thought the end of existence would occur when humanity could progress past sin.
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Considerable editing of the format has been done in order to bring the paper closer to the
requirements of the Turabian Style Guide. Dr. Cranford
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It saw humanity in charge of its own fate, and thought truth was obtained by a pursuit of critical
knowledge and the freedom from superstition and oppressive institutions.” Some theologians
embraced these ideas leaving their faith out of their search. Others tried to build a bridge be-
tween the ideas of the scientific investigation of the history of the Bible and the traditions of the
church. There are numerous theological writers from 1800-1918 in Germany. Schleirmacher,

Strauss, Baur, and Schweitzer stand out in their contributions to New Testament studies during

this period.
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Historical-Critical Method of

New Testament Interpretation

from 1800-1918 In Germany

There were some important things going on that seemed to be pushing theologians to

search for answers to the questions of the new rationalistic thought. One factor is the church’s
loss of the “Iron grip” it had on religious thinking’. This gave agnosticism and atheism an op-
portunity to be openly discussed and written about.® There was more of a focus on the natural
world, as the sciences such as calculus, physics, and other natural sciences became more popu-

lar.?

The industrial revolution helped increase the prestige of science.® People were impressed
with what science could do for them. Another factor that can not be left out is the changing po-
litical structures. The church in Germany was not a part of the state. This gave a home to liberal
Protestantism in the German universities where objective research was the standard by which all

areas of study were pursued, even theology.™

Early in the nineteenth century, there was a movement that countered the revolution that
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was born out of the enlightenment. It was aimed at the scientific rationalists.** Romanticism
was concerned with exploring the truth from all sides, not just the cold facts. It was thought that
one should look for the truth in facts, emotions, and mystery.*® This can be seen in the fact that

Romanticism brought a connection of poetry with Christianity™

Friedrich Schleiermacher

Friedrich Schleiermacher was the “Pioneering figure in the effort to re-conceive the theo-
logical task according to romantic canons of truth.”*> He has been called the father of Liberal
Protestantism. He was born in Breslau in 1768.° His Father was a reformed Chaplin in the
Prussian army.*” He went to school at a Moravan school and eventually to Herrnhuter Seminary
at Barby. He held several positions as an educator and as a pastor.® Some of the positions that
stand out include a university appointment at Halle, Pastor of Berlin’s Trinity Church, and even-

tually succeeded to a chair at the University.*® He wrote several books as well including
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“Speeches” and a translation of Plato’s works.?’ His views on “Church and State provoked the
authorities, resulting in trials, house searches, and threats of dismissal.”** He spent the rest of his
life as a pastor and as a theologian.?

As the Father of Liberal Protestantism in the nineteenth century, Schleiermacher did a lot
for the “Reassessment of rationalist biblical criticism that contributed to the revival of biblical
theology.”* As a pastor and a theologian his perspective was unique. “He combined a critical
approach to textual and historical questions with a religious sensibility inherited from pietism.”%*

He was open to the modern Culture and was also willing to challenge the traditions of the
Church. German Romanticism “Encouraged the belief that sound historical research into the
facts of history was the way to penetrate to t he all important ideas at the center of reality.”* He
argued the Christianity was the highest form of religion. He argued that “Religion was the study

of the non-rational side of human beings, which was just as important as the rational side.”®® His

interest, as seen in his writing title Christmas Eve, he tried to link Christian Confession to the re-
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sults of Biblical Criticism.?” He wanted to link the Jesus of history with the Christ of faith.”® He
believed that Scripture was not specifically inspired, but the apostles were inspired or moved by
the Holy Spirit., therefore their writings were inspired.*® This could leave all books open to in-
spiration, because anyone could claim to be “moved by the spirit.” Schleiermacher would not
necessarily see that as a problem. He was of the opinion that all books should be treated the
same, even the Bible.*

Since Christianity centers around the New Testament figure of Jesus Christ a major con-
cern for those who would support the Historical-Critical Method was the actual life of Jesus, or
the “Historical Jesus.” One thing that Schleiermacher emphasizes as a Romanticist is feeling, so
naturally he would be interested in the feelings of Jesus. He will not “assign inner turmoil to Je-
sus. He believes theat Jesus Christ did not say “My God my God, why have you forsaken me?”*
His thoughts on the Gospels played a factor in his developing this idea. He does not give much,
if any, credibility to any of the Gospels except for John, because John was an apostle.®* John
emphasizes the peace at the end of Jesus’ life, not the pain.*® Because of this, Schleiermacher

believed that God never turned his back on Jesus as he hung on the cross bearing the sin of the
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world. He would argue that the relationship between Father and Son never changed.*
Schleiermacher worked under the assumption that “The disciples wrote and taught under the “pu-

rifying influence’ of the living memory of Christ”*®

He noted that the other Gospels were second
and third generation documents, and they were fragmented. His fragmentation theory was that
we will never “achieve a connected presentation of the life of Jesus Christ,” because there are
holes in the history that will never be filled.*® John also has more merit, because it is an eyewit-

ness account, and therefore is the most important source for information on the life of Jesus

Christ.®

David Friedrich Strauss

Strauss was born in Ludwigsburg Germany, and went to school at Tubingen and studied
under several supernaturalist’s.®® He had entered a contest at Tubingen on the topic of the resur-
rection. He says of that event, that “I proved the resurrection of the dead with full conviction, and
when | made my last point it was clear to me there was nothing to the entire story.”*® He went

on to enroll in the master’s program at the University of Berlin. He hoped to study under Hegel,
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but Hegel died a couple of days after Strauss arrived at the school.*°

Schleiermacher did not get the controversy surrounding his work that David Friedrich
Strauss had with his writings. Strauss was strongly against rationalism while still disagreeing
with the supernaturalist’s. He was concerned more with the myth surrounding the life of Jesus,
because “that is what changed the world.”* The rationalists point of view was that miracle
events may have happened, but they were not miraculous. They happened as the result of a ra-
tional explanation.”> An absurd example of this kind of thought, though not necessarily an actual
example used, is that Jesus did not walk on water, he was just standing in a shallow puddle. The
supernaturalist’s point of view is that Jesus did walk on water, and work beyond the laws of na-
ture. Strauss had a different view from both of these. He was of the opinion that the writer that
says Jesus walked on water was giving an interpretation of what he saw. It may be that Jesus
was standing in very shallow water, or on a sand bar, or on a shinny rock that looked like the wa-
ter. The point is that the particulars about the event are not able to be proven, and should there-
fore be considered myth, an interpretation of the actual historical event. The text uses “the im-
agery of the early church’s inherited religious and literary tradition to make a statement about the
spiritual significance of Jesus.*® Schweitzer later said of Strauss, that he had “little critical sense,

and completely ignored the problem of the origin of the church.” However, he did raise some

OHarrisville, 94.
“Bray, 330.

“?Borg, Marcus. David Friedrich Strauss: Miracle and Myth. Online.
www.jesusseminal.com/Periodicals.4R_Articles/Strauss/
strauss.html. Westar Institute, 1991.

10



new questions for scholars and caused them to “re-examine their presuppositions in gospel re-
search.”** The rationalists gave a great emphasis to the Gospel of John, but Strauss criticizes
them for this, because he says that it is the least historical gospel of all, and that goes against
their own principles of historical research.” He said that Matthew and Mark were just alike, but
Matthew tried to turn the gospel of Mark into a history account, but failed.*

Strauss wanted to write a life of Jesus according to his “own idea.” He was of the opin-
ion that Schleiermacher only went half way in his depiction of Jesus.*” In 1835 Strauss pub-

lished the first volume of The Life of Jesus, and caused a lot of controversy.”® He wanted to

penetrate tradition to the true concept beneath.”® He says that the only truth to be found in the
tradition of Jesus is that “Jesus Christ grew up in Nazareth, permitted himself to be baptized by
John, assembled disciples, went about teaching in the land of the Jews, everywhere opposed
Pharisaism and invited people to the Messiah’s Kingdom, but in the end was subject to the hate
and envy of the Pharisaic party and died on a cross.”™® It appears that Strauss would assume that

the presence of any myth in a story means that the entire story is to be considered a myth. Paulus
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says of Strauss that he “had no license to infer from the presence of myth with in a given narra-
tive that the entire narrative was to be classified as myth.”** Strauss, however, did not see the
importance in the actual history, so assigning the label of myth to a text is not a problem for him.
Take the feeding of the five thousand for example. “The point of the text is not to report what
Jesus did on a particular day, but to make the claim that Jesus is the bread of life who feeds his

followers with spiritual food even to this day.*

Ferdinand Christian Baur

F. C. Baur is considered to be the greatest New Testament Scholar of his time. Bray calls
him the “Main architect of a new understanding of the New Testament.”* He taught at Tubin-
gen where he developed a ‘school’ of interpretation that tried to rewrite the early history of the
church using the New Testament as his source.> He said that “Already in the second Century
men began to falsify th doctrine of free will and to ascribe too much to human power.”> “If it

was Strauss...who had raised the issue of historical criticism most sharply and fixed the battle-
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ground, it was Baur who gave a truer and deeper picture of the history of dogma and theology.>®
He held similar views to Strauss in that he thought the importance of the text lied in the message
and not the actual happening of the recorded event. Baur writes this about the resurrection: “His-
torical research needs to hold merely to the fact that for the disciples Jesus’ resurrection became
the firmest and most irreversible certainty. Thus, not its factualness but rather the faith in Jesus’
resurrection serves as object of research. The process by which this faith emerged lies beyond
the reach of “psychological analysis” let alone historical verification.”® Recovering the histori-
cal Jesus, buried under theological tradition and debate, was still thought to be attainable. The
epistles, thanks to Baur, were now an important, if not the most important, source for knowledge
about early Christianity.® They took president, because they were written “In the heat of con-
troversy and intended for immediate use, therefore were an unrivaled source of information.”
Baur saw three “circles in the early church competing for influence.”

These were Palestinian Judaism, Diaspora Judaism, and the Hellenistic Gentile circle.>
Palestinian Judaism was the most likely to retain the most authentic memories of Jesus, because
it was closest to him. Paul belonged to the Diaspora circle, but this circle was more open to out-
side influences. The third, Hellenistic Gentile circle, was eventually merged with the other two

and became the dominant influence. It was new church and soon weeded out those that did not
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belong. The ‘orthodox’ group that remained were the most Hellenized group of all.®°

Albert Schweitzer

Schweitzer criticizes nineteenth century German New Testament scholarship because it
worked of false assumptions about the nature of Jesus and his teaching. He said that Schleier-
macher may have been dancing around terms trying to make his assumptions fit into his ex-
plainations. He says that the “rationalists were more straight forward.”®* He said “We can at
present day, scarcely imagine the long agony in which the historical view of the life of Jesus
came to birth. And even when He was once more recalled to life, He was still, like Lazarus of
old, bound hand and foot with... the grave clothes of dogma.®® He was interested in the eschato-
logical theories.® According to Bray, Schweitzer was convinced that Jesus himself believed that
he would return in the very near future, but Jesus was wrong. After his works on Jesus and Paul,

New Testament studies in Germany entered a new era.
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Conclusion

In conclusion there was a strong emphasis on the life of Jesus Christ in the Historical-
Critical Method of the Nineteenth century. There was a rebellion against the historical, and sci-
entific developments of the enlightenment. However there was still an openness to explore the
history of Christianity and of Christ. While these writers may have opposed each other at points,
or even by method, they did challenge each other to push for the truth. There were many writers
that were not mentioned that wrote during this time period in Germany, but these four, Friedrich
Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher, David Friedrich Strauss, Ferdinand Christian Baur, and Albert
Schweitzer all stand out among them. Schleiermacher and Schweitzer mark the beginning and
the end of this time period, while Straus and Baur did great work in progressing the thought and

challenging those involved in New Testament Study.
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