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under the title Gospel Truth? Are the Gospels Reliable
History?

New Testament scholarship continues to overwhelm the stu-
dent who would keep abreast of its developments, as it
deluges him with massive quantities of literature and a
bewildering array of methods and tools. Nowhere is this
problem so pressing as in the study of the synoptic gospels.
This article surveys six popular but often misunderstood
modern methodologies and a sampling of the most signifi-
cant, recent literature in each area.' The order of presentation
follows roughly the chronological order of the rise and/or
popularity of the six disciplines.

1. Source criticism

As recently as 1964, Stephen Neill could write that the
synoptic problem was one of the few settled issues of New
Testament scholarship.’ The two-document hypothesis, in
which Matthew and Luke independently drew on Mark and
Q as their primary sources, commanded virtuaily unanimous
support. B. H. Streeter’s more ambitious four-document
hypothesis, which added M and L as hypothetical sources for
Matthew’s and Luke’s peculiar material,” was less widely held
but still considered quite plausible. In that same year,
however, William Farmer issued a major challenge to the
critical consensus with his detailed attempt to revive the
Griesbach hypothesis (named after its stalwart, late
eighteenth-century advocate), in which Matthew is seen as
the earliest gospel writer, Luke as directly dependent on him,
and Mark as the abridger or conflater of the two.* Farmer’s
work gained only a minimal following until the second half of
the 1970s, but since then supporters have been emerging
from the woodwork in droves, even if they still represent only
a vocal minority of scholars worldwide .’

Several international colloquia have helped to fuel the
recent resurgence of interest in the Griesbach hypothesis.®
New synopses, in which the gospel parallels are aligned
differently from the traditional left-to-right, Matthew-Mark-
Luke arrangement, will further this interest,’ as opponents of
the two-document hypothesis argue that readers become
unjustifiably prejudiced when they always follow synopses
which use Mark as their guide for pericope division and which
sandwich the Lucan and Matthean parallels on either side of
him.® The growing concern to reopen an investigation once
thought closed has encouraged others to propose a whole
host of different hypotheses, invoking concepts popular a
century ago, including proto-gospels,’ an overarching, primi-
tive Urgospel,’” Aramaic gospels later translated into

Greek,"' variants caused by oral tradition,”” and greater

degrees of literary independence.”” Most of these gain few
adherents apart from the students of their creators, but they
point to an important insight. The solution to the synoptic
problem, by virtue of the complexity of the data and the
complexity of the factors involved in the production of any
first-century religious or historical documents, is almost
certainly very intricate itself, and as a result may well be
irrecoverable in many details. Nevertheless, it may still be
possible to answer the three main questions to which
Streeter’s classic theory offered affirmative replies: Did
Matthew and Luke use Mark? Did Matthew and Luke use an
independent source Q? Are M and L plausible hypotheses?

The cases for and against both Marcan priority and the Q
hypothesis are ably laid out in the anthology of classic articles
edited by Arthur Bellinzoni.'* Recent studies increasingly
admit that Matthew’s use of Mark is not as easily demon-
strated as Luke’s use of Mark, but this does not necessarily
advance the cause of Griesbach; it more naturally suggests
the rehabilitation or modification of Augustine’s much older
view, in which the order of the synoptics matches their order
in the canon. The Griesbachians, admittedly, have scored
several points; it is now more widely conceded that the argu-
ment from order (Matthew and Luke only rarely deviating
from Mark in the same way at the same time) could fit in with
several different models of synoptic interrelationships," but
the view which sees Mark as last has yet to come up with a
convincing reason for his omission of all the so-called Q
material. Attempts have been made to explain why, on this
view, Mark alternated between Matthew and Luke for that
material which he did include,'® but the theological and
stylistic features invoked are much more general and less
clearly present than the redaction-critical tendencies
definable via the two-document hypothesis. Moreover, the
type of conflationary process involved — omission of large
sections coupled with expansion of detail in passages
included — stands on its head the traditional processes of
literary abridgment known in antiquity."’ And attempts to
argue that Mark’s roughness of style and grammar and
potentially misleading historical and theological statements
point to his distance from the gospel tradition rather than to
his priority'® make little sense. If Mark did not have Matthew
and Luke in front of him, one could plausibly argue this way,
but granted a literary interrelationship only a hack writer
would replace his otherwise coherent sources with such
infelicities.

Significantly, few detailed exegetical or theological studies
of major sections of the synoptics have adopted Matthean
and/or Lukan priority; it is easier to point out flaws in
alternative theories than to make these ones work in practice.




Even a sizeable majority of studies of individual passages
continue to find Marcan priority generally adequate. Those
which dissent usually point out primitive features in Matthew
rather than in Luke.” This, coupled with some renewed
recognition of the prima facie reliability of the ancient
patristic testimony, especially that of Papias,’® may suggest a
two-stage composition of the gospel of Matthew, or even of
Mark, allowing for cross-fertilization of the two traditions at
various stages of the gospels’ development.?! If Marcan
priority needs to be modified, cross-fertilization is a more
promising model to consider than conflation.

Evidence for Q has always been more ambiguous than that
which favours Marcan priority. Much recent literature has
been conveniently summarized in brief by H. Bigg and in
detail by F. Neirynck.” Those who would dispense with Q
overwhelmingly favour Luke’s use of Matthew rather than
vice versa, since primitivity is over-all more defensible for
Matthew than for Luke. But attempts to explain Luke’s
rationale in cutting up Matthew’s coherent, extended
accounts of Jesus’ discourses (Mt. 5-7, 10, 13, 18, 23 -25) fail
miserably. No-one has expended as much energy at this task
as has Michael Goulder, but with each successive publication
he rejects his previous theories in favour of new ones, and
most rest on the flimsiest of evidence, so that it is difficult to
take them too seriously.”” On the other hand, noteworthy
progress has been made in identifying consistent theological
and stylistic features of Q, as traditionally understood, and of
proposing plausible, if not demonstrable, Sitze im Leben for its
formation.” It is quite possible that one needs to think of Q in
terms of multiple recensions, multiple documents, or the
confluence of oral and written traditions, but on the whole Q
remains preferable to its competitors.

Even before the reopening of the synoptic problem, M and
L remained the shakiest building blocks in the Streeterian
edifice. It is almost certainly unreasonable to expect them to
be coherent, unified documents, as if Matthew and Luke got
all of their information from written sources, and then only
from three. Still, meticulous studies of the distinctive
language of the peculiarly Lucan material and of the extra-
biblical parallels to the peculiarly Matthean material suggest
that these two evangelists did rely on some kind of early
source material, whether written or oral, for their distinctive
elements. Stephen Farris, for example, applies detailed
linguistic criteria to argue that Luke 1-2 largely comprise
‘translation Greek’ (from a Semitic source) different from
that which characterizes Luke’s writing elsewhere.? I have
suggested reasons for perceiving a parable source on which
Luke drew for much of his central section (9:51 - 18:14).%
Most convincingly of all, Richard Bauckham discerns the use
of the traditions behind Matthew’s special material by
Ignatius and other extra-biblical writers, and concludes that

since the Apostolic Fathers knew non-Markan traditions in oral
form, it is inconceivable that Matthew and Luke should not have
done. Christian literature outside the Synoptic Gospels provides
so much evidence of independent, varying forms of Synoptic
material that the gmbabz’h‘ty is in favour of more, not fewer,
Synoptic sources.”

Clearly the field is wide open for much further study in
synoptic source criticism, even if a modified form of Streeter’s
approach still remains most likely.
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2. Form criticism

The long overdue replacement for Rudolf Bultmann’s
famous text, The History of the Synoptic Tradition, may have
at last appeared, at least in programmatic form, in Klaus
Berger’s Formgeschichte des Neuen Testaments.® Berger
attempts to classify not just the synoptic but all the NT
materials according to form, eschewing prejudicial labels
such as myth and legend, as well as remote history-of-
religions ‘parallels’, in favour of categories based strictly
on generic and rhetorical features common to the biblical
texts and other Greek literature of their day. His system of
classification is also much more detailed, utilizing post-
Bultmannian research to enunciate and subdivide the three
main rhetorical divisions of deliberative, epideictic and
Juridical texts. In an age when many critics have abandoned
form-critical questions in favour of one or more of those
discussed in the rest of this article, Berger has shown that
there is much interpretive benefit to be gained from the
careful analysis of a pericope’s form.

Wisely, Berger avoids the pitfalls of so many earlier form-
critics by not attempting to trace the tradition-history of each
form or passage. He readily admits that the two tasks, though
related, are separable, and that there is good reason to believe
in at least a generally conservative tradition behind the trans-
mission of the Jesus-material. The only criterion of authen-
ticity which he will admit is that of ‘wirkungsgeschichtlichen
Plausibilitdt™® (the plausibility of historical results), that is,
that which makes the subsequent history of the early church
understandable. It is of course this issue of historicity and
criteria for authenticity which has exercised so many of the
critics of form criticism.* The arguments supporting the
trustworthiness of the gospel tradition continue to be
rehearsed, along with the weaknesses of the critical recon-
structions of its tradition history.*? A few find those weak-
nesses so severe that they either abandon form criticism
altogether or deny that a period of oral transmission of the
tradition ever existed.”® The ‘guarded tradition’ hypothesis of
Riesenfeld and Gerhardsson, which proposed that Jesus
taught his disciples in rabbinic fashion to memorize many of
his teachings and narratives of his deeds, which were in tarn
carefully passed along to specifically designated tradents in
the early Christian community, remains more defensible 3
But the value of the rabbinic analogy is somewhat diminished
due to its reliance on anachronistic, post-AD 70 parallels and
to its failure to account for Jesus® uniqueness and for the
differences which still remain among the synoptic parallels 3

Two lines of research have quite recently broken this
stalemate. On the one hand, a trio of German Ph.D. theses
have investigated the nature of pre-70 Jewish and Christian
oral tradition and discovered that the Riesenfeld-
Gerhardsson model suffers neither from anachronism nor
from a failure to acknowledge Jesus’ distinctiveness. P.-G.
Miiller examines ancient oral tradition in the light of modern
speech-act theory, A. F. Zimmermann studies the role of the
didaskalos or ‘teacher’ in the early church, and Rainer
Riesner surveys the role of memorization in almost every
form of ancient education, beginning with the most elemen-
tary levels.”® As a result, all three agree that it is virtually
inconceivable that Jesus would not have taught his disciples
to learn large bodies of material by heart.

By far the most significant ofthese three theses is Riesner’s.
In addition to demonstrating the rote nature of elementary
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education required of all first-century Jewish boys, Riesner
provides five other key reasons why the teaching of and about
Jesus would most likely have been preserved quite carefully.
(1) Jesus followed the practice of Old Testament prophets by
proclaiming the Word of the Lord with the kind of authority
that would have commanded respect and concern to safe-
guard that which was perceived as revelation from God. (2)
Jesus’ presentation of himself as Messiah, even if in a some-
times veiled way, would reinforce his followers’ concern to
preserve his words, since one fairly consistent feature in an
otherwise diverse body of first-century expectations was that
the Messiah would be a teacher of wisdom. (3) The gospels
depict Jesus as just such a teacher of wisdom and phrase over
90% of his sayings in forms which would have been easy to
remember, using figures and styles of speech much like those
found in Hebrew poetry. (4) There are numerous hints and a
few concrete examples in the gospels of Jesus commanding
the twelve to ‘learn’ specific lessons and to transmit what they
learned to others, even before the end of his earthly ministry.
(5) Almost all teachers in the Jewish and Graeco-Roman
worlds of that day gathered disciples around them in order to
perpetuate their teachings and lifestyle, so however different
Jesus was from his contemporaries in other ways, he probably
resembled them in this respect.

On the other hand, studies of oral tradition in a variety of
modern, pre-literary cultures suggest that memorization in
the ancient world did not always mean what it does today. For
example, A. B. Lord’s pioneering study of a quarter-century
ago, only recently noticed by more than a handful of biblical
scholars, described certain illiterate Yugoslavian folk singers
who had ‘memorized’ epic narratives of up to 100,000 words
in length. The plot, the characters, all the main events and the
vast majority of the details stayed the same every time they
retold or sang the stories. Members of the community were
sufficiently familiar with them to correct the singer if he erred
in any significant way. Yet anywhere from 10% to 40% of the
precise wording could vary from one performance to the next,
quite comparable to the variation found in the synoptic
gospels.’” Lord himself suggests that this model of flexi-
bility in wording, order, inclusion and omission of material
may account for many of the variations among synoptic
parallels.*®

Wemer Kelber has followed Lord further, noting his
disjunction between the fluidity of oral tradition and the fixity
of written tradition, and hence rejecting the applicability of
the model of ‘passive transmission’ to the gospels as they now
exist, since they clearly drew on written sources.” But Kelber
overlooks the fact that oral traditions often continued and
remained authoritative long after written accounts were pro-
duced. Lord specifically cautions that ‘the use of writing in
setting down oral texts does not per se have any effect on oral
tradition’.*® Tt is only when a community accepts a given
written text as normative to the exclusion of all other versions
that the oral-written disjunction comes into play. It is not
clear that such an acceptance of the gospels as canonical
predates the mid-second century. Nevertheless, several of
Kelber’s emphases about the active involvement of those
who handed down the Jesus-tradition, selecting what seemed
to them appropriate for a given audience under given social
circumstances, may well account for some of the differences
among the synoptic parallels.

3. Redaction criticism

Undoubtedly the most thriving discipline in recent years,
redaction criticism picks up where form criticism and the
study of the transmission of the tradition leave off. It is here
that a majority of the differences among gospel parallels is
most successfully accounted for. No doubt because they
perceive their discipline as neither any more in its infancy nor
yet on the wane, current redaction critics write less self-
reflectively about their method and busy themselves more
with simply analyzing the gospel texts than do practitioners of
any of the other criticisms surveyed here.*!

At the same time, important issues of definition and
method require further clarification. Some extreme conserva-
tives, mostly in North America, have rejected redaction
criticism outright, often because they believe it necessarily
requires an abandonment of belief in the full historicity of the
gospels.? Such a misunderstanding stems in part from the
widespread circulation of introductory texts like that of
Norman Perrin, who articulated in great detail a radically
sceptical position reflecting the opposite extreme of the
theological spectrum.® On the-other hand, the definition of
Richard Soulen’s handbook is more widely representative:
redaction criticism ‘seeks to lay bare the theological perspec-
tives of a biblical writer by analyzing the editorial
(redactional) and compositional techniques and interpreta-
tions employed by him in shaping and framing the written
and/or oral traditions at hand (see Luke 1:14).* The church
throughout its history has investigated these questions, even
if not under the banner of current terminology or with as
much critical introspection.** For example, the major evan-
gelical commentaries on the synoptics by D. A. Carson, W.L.
Lane and I. H. Marshall all employ redaction criticism to
various degrees to yield crucial theological insight into the
distinctive emphases of the three gospels without necessarily
abandoning belief in their historicity.

Nevertheless, quite often redaction critics still seem need-
lessly sceptical of the historicity of a given portion of the
gospels. This scepticism could be ameliorated if certain
common but unwarranted presuppositions not inkerent in
redaction criticism itself were laid aside. These vitiating pre-
suppositions are not all as well-known as the problems often
attaching to form criticism, so they merit brief cataloguing
here.*” (1) Some have assumed that an author’s perspective
emerges only from a study of how he has edited his sources
rather than from a holistic analysis of everything he includes
in his work. The former often seems implied, for example in J.
A. Fitzmyer’s exhaustive commentary on Luke, while the
latter, by way of contrast, is the explicit presupposition of C.
H. Talbert’s more programmatic work on the same gospel.*®
(2) Many commentators treat virtually every pair of passages
with any similarity as variants of one original saying or event
in Jesus’ life. This leads to drastic conclusions about the
freedom with which a given evangelist rewrote his sources
and overlooks the possibility of apparent parallels not being
genuine ones.” (3) Drawing conclusions about the nature of
the communities which the gospel writers were addressing is
a much more subjective process than many critics admit.
Meeting a pressing need in his audience is not the only reason
an author includes material in his work"™ (4) Many redaction-
critical studies build on the unnecessarily sceptical assump-
tions of more radical form criticism and ignore the positive




results noted above. The two most detailed commentaries on
Mark currently available, by R. Pesch and J. Gnilka,
exemplify a trend to assign material to a pre-Marcan stage of
the tradition without seeming willing to consider that it might
also be authentic.”' While it does not immediately follow that
traditional material is historical, the probability of its
reliability is at least enhanced.

(5) Some bypass the problem of redaction criticism’s
labelling certain passages as unhistorical by arguing that the
gospel material need not be authentic to be authoritative.
This view dominates that branch of redaction criticism
known as canon criticism, but is not limited to it, and has
infected certain evangelical circles as well.” Though well-
intentioned, this approach makes Christian belief unfalsifi-
able and therefore unjustifiable. Had the first Christians
adopted it, they would have nad no rationale for excluding
portions of the apocryphal gospels from the canon. (6) Minor
grammatical and syntactical differences between parallels are
sometimes invested with deep theological significance when
they may only reflect the stylistic preferences of their authors.
This is more a problem for specialized studies which have
smaller databases with which to work, as for example in the
books on the parables by C. E. Carlston and J. Drury.”
(7) Dictional analysis, the study of the characteristic versus the
unusual vocabulary of a given evangelist, invariably over-
estimates the amount of material which can confidently be
identified as redactional or traditional on linguistic and
statistical grounds atone.* (8) Finally, and most significantly,
redaction critics astonishingly continue to equate ‘redac-
tional’ or ‘theological’ with ‘unhistorical’ almost by
definition, despite widespread protests against this practice.
As already observed, it is quite likely that the gospel writers
had access to much information about the life and teaching of
Jesus besides their primary written sources.

Despite these eight excesses, redaction criticism remains a
valuable tool. Its abuse can be avoided, and, when stripped of
the excess baggage it tends to attract, it offers insights into the
emphases of the evangelists which make the differences
among the gospels more understandable. At times, it can
even help clear up knotty problems of harmonization where
more traditional methods prove unconvincing.**

4. Midrash criticism

Are the gospels midrashic? The answer to this question,
which has stirred up much recent controversy, depends
largely on one’s definition of the term. Midrash, from the
Hebrew for ‘interpretation’, can refer to a wide variety of texts
or passages. One fundamental distinction separates midrash
as a genre off from midrash as one or more methods of inter-
pretation. As a genre, midrash refers to types of exposition of
the Hebrew Scriptures. These divide into three major cate-
gories: (a) the targums, (b) the more elaborate ‘rewritten
Scriptures’ such as Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities or pseudo-
Philo’s Biblical Antiquities, and (c) the earliest Jewish com-
mentaries beginning in the rabbinic period.*® As methods of
interpreting Scripture, midrash usually encompasses one or
more of the ancient lists of hermeneutical rules handed down
by the rabbis."’

Midrashic methods of interpretation undeniably appear in
the gospels, including well-known techniques such as ga/-wa-
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homer, arguing from the lesser to the greater (e.g. Mt. 7:11), as
well as less familiar forms such as the proem or homily called
yelammedenu rabbenu (‘let our master teach us”). The latter
involves a dialogue with a question, two or more scriptural
quotations or allusions, exposition by means of catchwords
or parables, and a concluding allusion to one or more of the
initial quotations. This form of interpretation can bring order
and unity, for example to the cryptic dialogue in which the
parable of the Good Samaritan is embedded (Lk. 10:25-37).%¢

More controversial are those instances where midrash is
invoked to explain seemingly illegitimate New Testament
exegesis of the Old. A classic example from the gospels arises
in Matthew 2:15, quoting Hosea 11:1: ‘Out of Egypt I called
my son.” Matthew appears to have turned a straightforward
historical statement about the exodus into a prophecy of
Jesus’ flight from Herod. Less conservative scholars may
simply argue that the evangelist was creating a typical
midrashic play on words, somewhat arbitrarily reading a
meaning which the word "son’ can have elsewhere in the OT
(i.e. Messiah) into a passage where it clearly refers to Israel,
even though modern expositors recognize the invalidity of
such hermeneutics.” More conservative scholars often adopt
a similar explanation, but combine it with a belief that the NT
writers, because they were inspired, could employ methods
which would be inadmissible for any other exegete.*

The latter view, though, much like the approach of canon
criticism noted earlier, could theoretically be employed to
justify any exegesis of Scripture, however fanciful, so long as
it was performed by an inspired author. There are numerous
other possible explanations for the unusual uses of the OT by
the NT that should be tested first before recourse be made to
anything so drastic. Some of these include use of a different
text-type (non-Masoretic Hebrew, LXX, targums), especially
where there is reason to believe the Masoretic text may not be
the most reliable;®' use of a later text-type current in the first
century, when the point the writer is making does not depend
on the distinctive form of that variant text:* typological
exegesis (probably the best explanation of Mt. 2:15);% use of
the word ‘fulfil’ (p/eroo) with a broader semantic range than is
normal in English;* insufficient appreciation of the full
meaning of an OT text in its larger context;** and possibly
even sensus plenior.®

The other storm-centre of recent midrash criticism
revolves around the issue of whether or not an entire main
section of the gospels or even a whole gospel is midrashic in
genre. Thus Luke has been seen as following a sequence of
parallels in the book of Deuteronomy for the outline of his
central section, or a series of texts from Kings and Chronicles
in the earlier chapters.*” Even more ambitious is Robert
Gundry’s notion that Matthew is a midrash on Mark and Q,
fictitiously embellishing his two sources with unhistorical
material which his audience would have recognized as such
due to its peculiar nature.®

Here at least two points need to be distinguished. First, to
refer to any of these portions of the gospels as midrash is to
use the term more broadly than the ancient Jews would have
permitted. Strictly speaking, midrash as a genre is limited to
obvious paraphrases, elaborations or interpretations of
specific OT texts, not just possible, vague parallels which only
a minority of commentators perceive.” The modern use of
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the term midrash to refer to fictitious events set in the era of
the gospel writer (i.e. portions of the life of Jesus) also stands
on its head the typical Jewish usage, in which midrashic
writings largely left contemporary events untampered with
(not least because they were more easily investigated) but
altered the interpretation of the OT narratives and prophecies
to make them match current events more closely.” Second,
regardless of the terminology, it is not clear that most of the
authors of these hypotheses have created convincing cases;
several thoroughgoing critiques are readily available.”
Nevertheless, midrash criticism may have occasionally
unearthed OT backgrounds for certain individual passages in
the gospels,”? and Gundry’s type of hypothesis should at feast
alert exegetes to an often-overlooked principle: the super-
ficial appearance of a text as a historical narrative offers no
guarantee that the author of that narrative was employing an
entirely historical genre. Only a detailed study of the text and
a wide diversity of possible parallels in other literature of its
time can prove decisive.

5. Secial-scientific methods

Dissatisfaction with the limitations of the various branches of
historical and literary criticism already discussed is leading
growing numbers of biblical critics to experiment with
methods borrowed from the social sciences. The synoptics,
usually in conjunction with larger portions of Scripture, have
thus been interpreted through the grids of modern eco-
nomic,” psychological™ and anthropological theories.” By
far the most plentiful, however, are sociological studies of the
rise of Christianity.”® These range from fairly traditional
studies of the historical beginnings of the Jesus-movement,
which merely seek to highlight its social nature in contrast
to modern Western Christianity’s overemphasis on indi-
vidualism, all the way to fairly radical revisionist portraits
of Jesus and his disciples as wandering, homeless charis-
matics.”’

All of these studies provide fresh perspectives on largely
overlooked dimensions of the background and meaning of
various gospel texts. Equally often, however, the methods
employed mask important presuppositions which lead to a
reductionistic analysis of the biblical material. One of the
most common of these is the antisupernaturalism inherent in
much modern social science, but there are important excep-
tions. Howard C. Kee and Gerd Theissen, for example, have
both eschewed the historical questions about ‘what
happened’ in connection with Jesus’ miracles in order to
concentrate on the functional questions of how these
synoptic narratives affected their first audiences and the
communities which came to believe in them.” The results of
such studies may in some cases make the historicity of the
mijracle stories more defensible; in others they may render
such questions irrelevant or suggest that the gospel writers
were not intending to write history at all at certain points.”
Ironically, E. M. Yamauchi points out that even as biblical
scholars are at last learning about modern developments in
the social sciences, many sociologists are regaining an
appreciation for the need to ask the historical questions and
are toning down the more radical theories which the New
Testament critics are embracing.®

6. Other literary criticisms
Other scholars who have been dissatisfied w1th the questions

and answers supplied by the more traditional historical-
critical methods have advocated the introduction, and in
some cases the substitution, of purely literary-critical issues
and tools. In many North American universities one can
almost speak of a complete paradigm shift from interest in the
gospels as historical documents to interest in them as literary
narratives.?' In the 1960s and *70s this shift often began via a
focus on structuralism, broadly defined as a formalist pre-
occupation with the text apart from questions of historical
background, context, or authorial intent. In some instances
the rise of ‘Bible as literature’ courses led to the analysis of
scriptural ‘surface structures’ — identifying the roles of a
story’s main characters, the plot, tone, theme, motifs —
short the standard type of criticism long since applied to
fictitious literature such as novels or short stories. Major
works of this kind of ‘narrative criticism’ applied to the
gospels are now at last becoming popular, usually without
involving any necessary presumptions for or against his-
toricity. Thus, for example, J. D. Kingsbury distinguishes
between the fully developed ‘round’ characters of Jesus and
the disciples in Matthew and the monolithic, ‘flat’ characters
of the Jewish leaders and the crowds in order to highlight the
role of conflict in the developing story-line of this gospel.®
Leland Ryken is one of the few evangelicals who has written
exlensively on the Bible as literature; and his work deserves
far more attention than it has received. No mterpreter of the
parables, for example, can afford to ignore his refutation of
the traditional parable-allegory disjunction.®

One specialized branch of formalist literary analysis is
rhetorical criticism, in which no-one has excelled as much as
George Kennedy. Kennedy’s most recent work, for example,
includes an analysis of the Sermon on the Mount which per-
ceives in it a logical structure which ¢losely follows the rules
for ancient deliberative rhetoric. Knowing that his views fly
fully in the face of the critical consensus, Kennedy considers
in the light of the practices of ancient rhetoricians that this
carefully knit unity might well represent an abbreviated form
of a single, original discourse which Jesus spoke, perhaps
more than once in varying forms (thus accounting for Luke’s
Sermon on the Plain):

Matthew’s version might thus represent what was remembered
from several occasions and not what Jesus said verbatim at any
one delivery, but in the same sense it could represent a relatively
full version of what he was remembered as saying at one period of
his ministry.
The term structuralism itself is usually reserved for a more
esoteric form of study of the ‘deep structures’ of a text — the
underlying and more fundamental features which allegedly
form the basis of all narratives, for example, the functions,
motives and interaction among the main characters and
objects in a narrative and, most notably, the types of opposi-
tions and resolutions that develop as the text unfolds. Not
too long ago many initiates into this kind of structuralism
were heralding it as the only valid tool for literary analysis,
and promoting it as an ideology inherently bound up with
dialectic philosophy, determinism and atheism.? But while
much methodological discussion arose, and numerous
sample texts were studied, most notably Jesus’ parables, few
concrete exegetical insights arose that could not have been
gained by other means and by employing more familiar ter-
minology. As a result its popularity has waned. Where it is
still promoted, it is usually put forward as one method among




several,” and attention has turned somewhat away from the

gospels to the writings of Paul, perhaps in hopes of still
proving it valuable. Nevertheless one may read with profit
Sandra Perpich’s largely successful, though obtusely worded,
attempt to combine the techniques of structuralism with the
best of another nearly defunct movement, the ‘new herme-
neutic’, in exegeting the parable of the Good Samaritan.®

Most gospel scholars who keep up with the new literary
criticisms, however, have all but abandoned structuralism in
favour of the so-called poststructuralist movements. In the
last few years a torrent of poststructuralist studies of the
gospels has been unleashed and there are no signs of its
diminution. Poststructuralism gathers together a loosely
connected collection of methods which usually share at least
one common belief: the meaning of a text resides neither in
the author’s intention (as in traditional historical and literary
criticism) nor in the text studied autonomously (as in
formalism and structuralism) but in the mind of the readeror,
most commonly, in the product of the interaction of the text
and the reader.”

The most avant-garde and abstruse form of poststruc-
turalism calls itself ‘deconstruction’ and endorses the process
of ‘generating conflicting meanings from the same text, and
playing those meanings against each other’® to show how all
language ultimately self-destructs or contradicts itself. Its
ideological ancestor is a Nietzschean nihilism and its most
prolific contemporary spokesman, the French philosopher
Jacques Derrida® J. D. Crossan illustrates a kind of
deconstruction applied to the gospels when he argues that,
although they highlight Jesus’ teaching in parables about
God, they advocate belief in Jesus as the ‘Parable of God’ —
God’s own self-communication. The texts actually under-
mine the perspectives they assert.” Or again, with the parable
of the prodigal son, Crossan discovers an allegory about
interpretations of the world. The father stands for reality, the
older brother for realism in interpretation, and the prodigal
for the one who abandons the search for realism. Thus the
inversion of the two sons’ roles at the end of the parable
proves that ‘he who finds the meaning loses it, and he who
loses it finds it’.

Less esoteric and more widespread is the practice of reader-
response criticism, which seeks to assess the meaning of a text
for a reader at various stages of the reading process. Instead of
focusing only on the text as a whole, it stresses how the
reader’s perception of meaning changes depending on the
amount of a text he has read, and depending on the nature of
the sequence of that text’s episodes.’* Robert Fowler, for
example, suggests that Mark has created the story of the
feeding of the 5,000 (Mk. 6:30-44) on the model of the feeding
of the 4,000 (Mk. 8:1-10), and arranged the two accounts in his
gospel into a sequence which would highlight the irony of the
disciples’ failure to understand how Jesus could provide food
for the multitudes (Mk. 8:4).”° Frank Kermode proves less
restrained in his reader-response interpretation of the secrecy
motif in Mark’s gospel. Taking Mark 4:11-12 at face value asa
statement of its author’s desire to hide the true meaning of
the parables, Kermode extrapolates to construct a paradigm
for the meaning of the entire gospel which the reader is free to
create for himselfand which Kermode accomplishes by a sort
of ‘free-association’ with literary parallels as far removed from
the world of the gospels as James Joyce’s Ulysses.*
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Consistent poststructuralism of course leads to solipsism:
one can affirm no objective meaning for one’s own work
while denying it to everyone else. For Derrida this is no
problem: he does not write as if he wishes to be understood!
But the majority of less extreme reader-oriented interpreters
sooner or later betray this inconsistency. The most helpful are
those who eschew both the intentionalist and the affective
fallacies but offer a more holistic model, seeking the locus of
meaning in a text, but with special attention to the clues that
the author has left in the text which disclose his intentions or
purposes and which reveal the types of audiences or readers
to whom the text was addressed.”” Anthony Thiselton goes
one step further and combines the insights of reader-response
criticism with the philosophical school known as ‘speech-act
theory’. Thus instead of talking about what the text meant
versus what it means, or about meaning versus significance,
Thiselton prefers to distinguish the unchanging cognitive
truth claim of a passage with the variable action which it
generates or accomplishes through its articulation. The
reader therefore both does and does not create the meaning
of a text, depending on which dimension of meaning is
involved. The polyvalent nature of the parables, not sur-
prisingly, has left them as prime candidates for many of the
first forays of gospel critics into poststructuralism.”®

7. Conclusion

Every one of the six disciplines surveyed offers rich rewards
for those who will take the time to master them and patiently
sift the wheat from the chaff. Each has at times wrongly been
put forward as the single most important approach to gospel
studies, and all have gained a certain measure of disrepute
because of invalid presuppositions, inconsistent applications,
or spurious conclusions which can obscure their value.
Modern critics must be eclectics, however, drawing widely
from wherever historical and exegetical insight may be
gained, but scrupulously avoiding too fond an attachment to
the latest scholarly fashion. If there is one lesson to be learned
from recent criticism, it is that today’s assured results do not
remain assured for very long, and that specific methods stay
in fashion scarcely longer than styles of clothing. But the
perplexed student of the gospels profits as little from ignoring
all the recent developments of scholarship as from appearing
in public in obviously outmoded dress. Successful interaction
with the modern world, whether in society or academia,
requires awareness of the latest trends and a willingness both
to reject that which is bad and to cling fast to that which is
good (¢ Rom. 12:9).
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