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INTRODUCTION 

The last two decades have witnessed a veritable avalanche of books 
on the historical Jesus, from small-scale cameos to full-scale portraits. 
New interest in the historical Jesus took hold in the 1970s and increased 
into the 1980s. Then, in 1985 with the publication of E. P. Sander’s Jesus 
and Judaism and the founding of the Jesus Seminar, an avalanche was 
triggered, and it has been rumbling on ever since. While predictions of 
its end are still premature, many scholars have issued reports on the 
phenomenon in an attempt to make sense of and perhaps bring some or-
der to what Charlesworth has called an explosion and Borg a renaissance 
in historical Jesus research.1 Various factors help explain the rise of this 
new wave of Jesus research: (1) new paradigms governing the relation-
ship between Jesus and his contemporaries and between Christianity and 
Judaism, past and present; (2) increased interest in the wider body of 
Second Temple literature, facilitated by the publication of the majority 
of hitherto unpublished Dead Sea Scrolls; (3) concern to locate and un-
derstand Jesus within his first-century Jewish context; (4) adoption of 
new disciplines and methods for studying and interacting with the past, 
e.g., cross-cultural anthropology, social-scientific models, and postmod-
ern literary criticism.  

                                                      
1 Larry W. Hurtado, “A Taxonomy of Recent Historical-Jesus Research,” in Whose 

Historical Jesus? (ed. William E. Arnal and Michel Desjardins; Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid 
Laurier University Press, 1997), 272. 

Another contributing factor, which cannot be overlooked, is eco-
nomics. Jesus books sell. The market for historical Jesus products ex-
tends well beyond scholarly circles and encompasses the general public, 
especially the American public whose fascination with the historical Jesus 
has been largely influenced by the American media’s courtship with 
scholars of the Jesus Seminar. One imagines that publishers and book-
store owners must be quite pleased with the popularity of the historical 
Jesus. For them, the more items to sell the better; so variety is a virtue. 
Yet, on the whole, scholars have been less impressed. Biblical scholars 
are increasingly of the opinion that the proliferation of historical Jesus 
products represents not scholarly progress but scholarly regress, not suc-
cess but failure. The perceived problem concerns not the outlandish 
number of books on the market about who Jesus was but the overwhelm-
ing diversity of the portraits, where the differences between them far 
outweigh the similarities. Even making allowances for variations in style, 
perspective, and skill of the various artists, one is hard-pressed to imag-
ine that all of these portraits, or even a majority of them, are actually 
supposed to be of the same figure, a fact that has become deeply unset-
tling to many of the artists, their colleagues, and, to some extent, their 
audience. Variety, it seems, has its limits.  

For many, the diversity that now characterizes historical Jesus re-
search signifies a state of crisis, spawning numerous debates and discus-
sions attempting to identify and correct the problem. Many of the 
debates have centered around method in recognition that method is a 
major factor in determining the outcome of any research. A number of 
the discussions have focused upon the scholar himself—his biases, agen-
das, and commitments, which can and do affect scholarly judgments and 
interpretations in significant, often unconscious, ways. Yet, as Halvor 
Moxnes has observed, most discussions of the historical Jesus have taken 
place within theological and religious contexts. “Although the topic is 
‘the historical Jesus,’ there has been little interest in situating these stud-
ies within the larger framework of methodology currently so prominent 
in historiography itself.”2 Moxnes endeavors to initiate such an interac-

                                                      
2 Halvor Moxnes, “The Historical Jesus: From Master Narrative to Cultural Context,” 

BTB 28 (1999): 135. 
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tion by looking at the works of five historical Jesus scholars to ascertain 
what their perspectives are on the nature of history. In particular, Mox-
nes seeks to determine what underlying master narratives, or paradigms of 
history, structure their respective presentations of Jesus. Moxnes’ choice 
to focus upon master narratives is informed by and reflective of current 
discussions in historiography dealing with the rise and development of 
the concept of history within the historical profession itself. Some histo-
rians have argued that many of the crises currently affecting the field of 
history are a result of conflicts between competing master narratives. For 
example, in the United States, the traditional master narrative of history 
that emphasized progress and a unified national identity as embodied in 
great individuals has been challenged by various socially- and culturally-
oriented master narratives that focus attention upon local groups and 
upon identity in terms of ethnicity, gender, and class. Moxnes’ study 
demonstrates that one key element that helps explain some basic differ-
ences and similarities between historical reconstructions of Jesus is the 
master narrative that guides and structures the presentations. Moxnes’ 
makes the qualification that he “comes to this study as a New Testament 
scholar and an outsider to the field of history” yet feels “that somebody 
has to make a start at such a discussion.”3 Nonetheless, one of the vir-
tues of Moxnes’ study is that it illustrates the potential that interaction 
with the larger field of history, even as an outsider, can have in under-
standing, and perhaps addressing, the current crisis in historical Jesus stud-
ies. 

This present study is offered in a similar, though much more modest, 
vein. It does not build upon Moxnes’ study but rather uses it as a model 
and builds alongside it. In taking up Moxnes’ challenge to situate his-
torical Jesus research within the wider field of historiography, this study 
hopes to contribute to our understanding of the current crisis of diversity 
in historical Jesus research by looking at the issue of objectivity in the 
rise and development of the historical profession. My study takes its cue 
from the opening lines of Peter Novick’s That Noble Dream. 

At the very center of the professional historical venture 
is the idea and ideal of “objectivity.” It was the rock on 

                                                      
3 Moxnes, “Historical Jesus,” 135. 

which the venture was constituted, its continuing rai-
son d’être. It has been the quality which the profession 
has prized and praised above all others—whether in 
historians or in their works. It has been the key term in 
defining progress in historical scholarship: moving ever 
closer to the objective truth about the past. Anyone in-
terested in what professional historians are up to—
what they think they are doing, or ought to be doing, 
when they write history—might well begin by consider-
ing “the objectivity question.”4 

The thesis advanced in this essay argues that the diversity character-
izing historical Jesus research constitutes a crisis because it threatens the 
credibility of historical Jesus research as a professional, historical disci-
pline by challenging the myth of objectivity on which the historical pro-
fession was itself founded, legitimized, and sustained throughout much of 
its history. Attempts by historical Jesus scholars to address this crisis of 
diversity are fueled in part by a desire to maintain the integrity of his-
torical Jesus research as a historical discipline and its credibility as a pro-
fessional discipline that has authority to speak about who Jesus was. My 
goal will be to problematize the issue of objectivity in historical Jesus re-
search first by illustrating the central role objectivity has played in the 
rise and development of history as a discipline and as a profession and 
second by looking at the works of three leading historical Jesus scholars 
to consider how their perspectives on the nature of history and the role 
of the historian relate to the question of historical objectivity, and thus 
to the crisis of diversity. 

THE MYTH OF OBJECTIVITY AND  
THE RISE OF THE HISTORICAL PROFESSION 

To limit the scope of this study, I will focus upon the development of 
history as a discipline in Germany and then in the United States, showing 
how history as a professional discipline was principally and primarily de-
pendent upon a myth of historical objectivity in the profession’s endeavor 
to gain and maintain credibility and authority. Here, myth is being used in 

                                                      
4 Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” and the American 

Historical Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 1. 
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a technical, non-pejorative sense to refer to a story or set of stories that a 
community tells about itself; stories of how the community came into be-
ing in the past and how it and its members are to live in the present, and 
stories that are often centered upon an individual whose personal qualities 
embody the ideals and aspirations of the community. According to Bron-
islaw Malinowski, a myth “expresses, enhances, and codifies belief; it safe-
guards and enforces morality; it vouches for the efficacy of ritual and 
enforces practical rules for the guidance of man,”5 and in so doing provides 
stability for the community by ensuring solidarity and guarding against 
lawlessness and chaos. For the historical profession, historical objectivity 
functioned in all of these ways. Objectivity often gets used simply to refer 
to impartiality, but the following review of the historical profession dem-
onstrates that historical objectivity was not and is not a single idea but “a 
sprawling collection of assumptions, attitudes, aspirations, and antipa-
thies.”6 Novick offers the following summary of historical objectivity. 

The assumptions on which it rests includes a commit-
ment to the reality of the past, and to truth as corre-
spondence to that reality; a sharp separation between 
knower and known, between fact and value, and, above 
all, between history and fiction. Historical facts are 
seen as prior to and independent of interpretation. . . . 
Truth is one, not perspectival. . . . 
 The objective historian’s role is that of a neutral, or 
disinterested judge; it must never degenerate into that of 
advocate or, even worse, propagandist. The historian’s 
conclusions are expected to display the standard judicial 
qualities of balance and evenhandedness. . . . These 
qualities are guarded by the insulation of the historical 
profession from social pressure or political influence, and 
by the individual historian avoiding partisanship or bias. . 
. . The historian’s primary allegiance is to ‘the objective 
historical truth,’ and to professional colleagues who 

                                                      
5 Quoted in Novick, Noble Dream, 4. 
6 Novick, Noble Dream, 1. 

share a commitment to cooperative, cumulative efforts 
to advance toward that goal.7 

Although caution must be exercised when relying upon a synchronic defi-
nition of an essentially diachronic concept, Novick’s summary of historical 
objectivity provides a working definition serviceable for the purposes of 
this thesis. 

OBJECTIVITY AND THE NATURAL SCIENCES 
In the eighteenth-century, the natural sciences challenged the 

Church’s authoritarian monopoly on truth. The success enjoined by sci-
ence was rooted in its ability to provide better explanations of the way 
the world worked than those offered by traditional authorities. Experi-
ments demonstrated, for example, that Newton’s laws of motion were 
true in all times and places, giving scientific truth the status of being 
universal, absolute, and thus eternally true.8 With different investigators 
arriving at the same conclusions, scientific truth was also shown to be 
independent of knower. Innovations in technology and industry led to 
increased levels of production and to improvements in the material qual-
ity of people’s lives. Regarded as the natural byproducts of science, these 
advancements gave science a reputation as the “guarantor of progress 
and power.”9 

As the natural sciences developed, the philosophes engaged in a “cul-
tural war against the clergy” and constructed their own myth of why sci-
ence worked.10 In Telling the Truth about History, the authors label this 
myth “the heroic model of science” because it created cultural heroes out 
of scientific geniuses. Science worked because it had been built upon gi-
ants of reason who were guided solely by their quest for objective truth. 
Their autonomous, disciplined rationality enabled them to discover the 
invisible laws of nature and represent nature as it was without distortion. 
“The heroic model of science presumed a tight, and relatively uncompli-
cated, fit between nature and human knowledge of it. . . . Scientific 

                                                      
7 Novick, Noble Dream, 1–2. 
8 Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt, and Margaret Jacob, Telling the Truth about History (New 

York: W. W. Norton, 1994), 29. 
9 Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob, Telling, 30–33. 
10 Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob, Telling, 17. 
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knowledge got credited with a degree of verisimilitude only possible if mir-
rors resided in the heads of the scientists.”11 The scientist was to become 
like Newton, who was imagined to have peered at nature “with eyes that 
[were] value-free, neutral, and objective.”12 In the end, the natural sci-
ences with their scientific methods of investigation replaced the Church as 
the sole authority on truth, and scientific objectivity, understood as neu-
trality, was identified with progress. Consequently, when history at-
tempted to legitimize itself as a professional discipline, it turned to the 
heroic model of science.  

OBJECTIVITY AND THE GERMAN HISTORICAL TRADITION 
Leopold von Ranke was a professor of history in Germany in the 

mid-nineteenth century. Fueled by his contempt for literary, moral, and 
propagandist histories written by amateurs with their mixture of fact and 
fable, Ranke aimed “to turn history into a rigorous science practiced by 
professionally trained historians.”13 Toward this end, Ranke utilized 
critical methods aimed at the rigorous interrogation of primary sources 
and introduced the seminar, over against the lecture, to train new histo-
rians in using these critical methods. For Ranke, “historical research [re-
quired] the strictest method: criticism of the authors, the banning of all 
fables, the extraction of the pure facts.”14 The historian was not to 
“judge the past” but to “extinguish” himself in order to present the past 
wie es eigentlich gewesen. 

Wie es eigentlich gewesen came to symbolize Ranke’s ideal and goal of 
scientific objectivity. Wie es eigentlich gewesen was widely embraced as 
the aim of historical  research but was often misunderstood, especially 
and primarily by American historians for whom Ranke was the quintes-
sential non-philosophical empiricist.15 German historians correctly 
viewed Ranke as an idealist, who like Hegel believed in a divinely or-

                                                      
11 Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob, Telling, 29. 
12 Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob, Telling, 28. 
13 Georg G. Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century (Hanover: Wesleyan Uni-

versity Press, 1997), 25. 
14 Quoted in Novick, Noble Dream, 28. 
15 Georg G. Iggers, “The Image of Ranke in American and German Historical 

Thought,” HThe 2 (1962): 17–40. 

dered world. Historical research revealed “the hand of God,” who could 
“be known in all of history.” History’s meaning was located in the “con-
nectedness of history in the large,” and this connectedness was not 
found, as some supposed, in discovering general historical laws, akin to 
the scientific laws of nature, but in contemplating the particularity of 
events.16 Ranke’s insistence upon facts was, therefore, a desire to obtain 
an unadulterated substance for contemplation. Having purged the facts 
of all secondary accretions, the historian was to contemplate their spiri-
tual essence intuitively by extinguishing oneself so as to discern the past 
wie es eigentlich gewesen. In failing to apprehend Ranke’s German ideal-
ism, American historians mistook wie es eigentlich gewesen as meaning the 
past “as it really, or actually, happened” when for Ranke it meant the past 
“as it essentially happened.”17 Despite the opposing images of Ranke in 
the United States and Germany, Ranke’s influence cannot easily be 
overestimated.18 Ranke’s critical methods and seminar training were 
adopted in Germany, as well as France and Britain, and transported to 
the United States by American historians who had received their doc-
toral training in Germany.19 Ranke bequeathed to the historical disci-
pline elements associated with the notion of historical objectivity: a real 
past objectively knowable, facts independent of interpretations and 
value judgments, and history free of fiction.  

OBJECTIVITY AND THE AMERICAN HISTORICAL PROFESSION20  

Objectivity Enthroned 
In the last third of the nineteenth century, a need for the profes-

sionalization of the social sciences arose in the United States due to a 
crisis in intellectual authority and a desire for order as a result of the 
Civil War. People imagined that professionalization could reestablish a 

                                                      
16 Novick, Noble Dream, 27. 
17 Novick, Noble Dream, 28. 
18 Iggers, “Image of Ranke,” 17.  
19 Novick, Noble Dream, 22. 
20 In recounting the role objectivity played in the development of the American historical 

profession, I follow Novick’s periodization of objectivity enthroned, besieged, reconstructed, 
and in crisis. 
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place of authority and provide stability and a sense of national unity. 
Sought were “communities of the competent” who would  

identify competence, cultivate it, and confer authority 
on those who possessed it in accordance with . . . crite-
ria that were not in any obvious way personal, partisan, 
or particular. The criteria of judgment had to seem 
truly a product of consensus among the competent, be-
yond the power of any individual, clique, or party to 
control, and hence impersonal, objective, value-free—
not mere opinion but ‘truth.’21 

In 1884, the American Historical Association was founded under the 
banner of scientific objectivity for, in the words of a founding member, 
“a new spirit of research [was] abroad,—a spirit which emulates the 
laboratory work of the naturalists.”22 With heroic science providing the 
model, the Americanized image of Ranke as “a non-philosophical histo-
rian concerned with the establishment of facts, particularly in the political 
and institutional realms” loomed large.23 To give history scientific re-
spectability, American historians detached “Ranke’s critical analysis of 
documents, which they understood . . . from his idealistic philosophy, 
which was alien to them.”24 Regarded as the father of scientific history, 
Ranke became the first honorary member of the AHA.25  

In its quest for legitimacy, the historical profession cultivated meth-
odological and ideological consensus. Critical methods were standard-
ized, and professional training was designed to purge individual bias and 
quell originality.26 Ranke’s first step of establishing facts became the 
whole historical task.27 History was envisioned solely as an accumulation 

                                                      
21 Thomas L. Haskell, The Emergence of Professional Social Science: The American Social 

Science Association and the Nineteenth-Century Crisis of Authority (Urbana: University of Il-
linois Press, 1977), 89. 

22 Quoted in Arthur S. Link, “The American Historical Association, 1884–1984: Ret-
rospect and Prospect,” AHR 90 (1985): 2. 

23 Iggers, “Image of Ranke,” 18. 
24 Iggers, “Image of Ranke,” 18. 
25 Novick, Noble Dream, 26. 
26 Novick, Noble Dream, 52.  
27 Iggers, “Image of Ranke,” 21. 

of historical facts with each historian contributing his piece to the whole 
without any attempts to induce generalizations or discern larger mean-
ings. Regional and sectional histories were exchanged for a single na-
tional history focused upon political institutions, in accordance with the 
belief that national history was the most objective form of historiography 
since it focused upon the nation as a whole and so presumed to be de-
void of partisanship. “If particularism and sectionalism could be elimi-
nated from historical writing, impartiality and objectivity would be both 
furthered and demonstrated. A truly national historical profession would 
be created—and historians would simultaneously be contributing to the 
great task of [national] reconciliation.”28 Thus, in choosing objectivity as 
its founding principle, objectivity and professionalization became “en-
tangled in a complex symbiotic relationship.”29 Because all of these 
moves toward professionalization were carried out under the banner of 
objectivity, objectivity became identified not only with a particular way 
of doing history (impartiality, establishment of facts, focus on national 
institutions) but with the particular national history that was produced, 
such that, challenges to objectivity were simultaneously perceived as 
challenges to the grand American narrative of freedom and progress and 
vice-versa.  

Objectivity Besieged 
Objectivity faced its first major challenge when historians began in-

troducing alternative ways of studying the past that were imported from 
the social sciences. In 1913, Charles A. Beard published An Economic In-
terpretation of the Constitution in which he looked at the social and eco-
nomic factors behind the framing of the U. S. Constitution, concluding 
that the Founding Fathers were not motivated by the ideal of liberty and 
justice for all but were simply proto-capitalist elites who did not want to 
share power with ordinary Americans.30 Studies focusing upon various 
interest groups poured forth, offering images of America’s past decidedly 
at odds with the unified national portrait produced by the scientific 

                                                      
28 Novick, Noble Dream, 73. 
29 Novick, Noble Dream, 51. 
30 Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob, Telling, 138. See also Theodore Clark Smith, “The Writ-

ing of American History in America, From 1884 to 1934,” AHR 40 (1935): 447. 
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school. Conservative historians denounced these “new histories” as non-
objective and branded these “progressive” historians as relativists.  

As serious as these challenges were to notions of objectivity, little 
came of them until after WWI when confidence in science waned and 
objectivity was attacked directly. Two essays stand out in particular: Carl 
Becker’s “Everyman His Own Historian” and Beard’s presidential ad-
dress before the AHA, “Written History as an Act of Faith.”31 Between 
them, they offered a devastating critique of the key tenets of historical 
objectivity. They challenged the sharp distinction between the past and 
our knowledge about the past, upholding the past as real but known only 
partially and subjectively. They maintained the indispensable value and 
necessity of the scientific method, but argued that the image of the his-
torian as a neutral, disinterested investigator is an illusion. They sug-
gested that all history is influenced by social, economic, and cultural 
factors and by present and future concerns. All history requires the 
imaginative subjectivity of the historian, not least in the selection and 
arrangement of facts. Conservative defenders of the profession mounted 
a counterattack. In an article marking the fiftieth anniversary of the 
AHA, Theodore Clarke Smith praised the American historical profes-
sion and attributed its success and progress solely to its founding princi-
ple of objectivity. 

We may look then with justifiable satisfaction on the 
impressive output of sound, creditable, and in many 
cases masterly, works on American history. . . . They 
are dominated . . . by one clear-cut ideal—that pre-
sented to the world first in Germany and later accepted 
everywhere, the ideal of the effort for objective truth.32 

Smith’s praise, however, was offset by a solemn forecast. If the tide con-
tinued to turn toward relativism, then the historical profession would see 
its own demise in the extinction of that “noble dream” of objectivity.33  

                                                      
31 Carl Becker, “Everyman His Own Historian,” AHR 37 (1932): 221–36; Charles A. 

Beard, “Written History as an Act of Faith,” AHR 39 (1934): 219–29. 
32 Smith, “Writing,” 445. 
33 Smith, “Writing,” 449.  

Objectivity Reconstructed 
Smith’s predictions might have been fulfilled had it not been for 

WWII, the immediate effects of which reversed the tide back in favor of 
objectivity. The types of social and economic histories advocated by the 
Progressives were felt to have made it possible for fascist regimes to es-
tablish and maintain totalitarian dictatorships. American historians were 
scandalized by their German counterparts whose ideological histories 
had bolstered and furthered the aims of the Third Reich. Had historians 
maintained the canons of objectivity, the atrocities of WWII could have 
been largely avoided. Yet, the relativist challenge of the interwar years 
was not entirely dismissed. Although Beard’s and Becker’s philosophies 
of history were rejected, historians were now sensitized to the interpre-
tive character of facts and the influence of social factors on historical 
judgments. No one proclaimed the old absolutisms of “cold, hard facts” 
and “objective detachment.” Thus, relativism was rejected through par-
tial incorporation,34 and overall historians felt once again that they were 
working toward a common goal. Conflicts between historians still arose, 
but there was generally more tolerance for differing perspectives. A cer-
tain amount of perspectival relativism “could be tolerated without aban-
doning a larger commitment to objectivity.”35 Thus the historical 
profession regained methodological and ideological consensus under a 
somewhat chastened objectivity.36 

Objectivity in Crisis 
Since the 1960s, historical objectivity has been attacked on a num-

ber of fronts both from within and without the historical profession. The 
first strike, sustained indirectly, occurred when “the clay feet of science” 
were exposed.37 When the horrors of WWII had set in more fully, ques-
tions were raised about the virtue of a neutral, value-free objectivity that 
had supplied the technologies that had led to such wholesale destruction 
of human life. At the same time, the publication of Thomas Kuhn’s The 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions altered people’s long-held assumptions 

                                                      
34 Novick, Noble Dream, 410. 
35 Novick, Noble Dream, 415. 
36 Novick, Noble Dream, 16. 
37 Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob, Telling, 160–97. 
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of how science worked. Kuhn’s discussion of the social factors involved 
in scientific progress made science appear more human, more subjec-
tive.38 This feeling only increased when social historians began writing 
histories of science that revealed the extent to which the great icons of 
objectivity, like Newton, were influenced by religious convictions.39 
These findings led to skepticism about science, a skepticism that has 
seeped into those disciplines that have built their professions on the he-
roic model of science. 

Another hit was sustained from within the historical profession itself 
when objectivity’s central conviction that truth is the same for all people 
was challenged when the number of professionally trained historians 
from minorities, especially blacks and women, increased dramatically. 
Defining themselves as black historians and feminist historians, and not 
as historians who happened to be black or happened to be women, they 
were not seeking proportional representation in textbooks but promoting 
particularist histories,40 which were not offered as different perspectives 
on the same events but as different histories of those events altogether. 
They argued that a single set of events generates multiple histories that 
cannot be combined into a single history, true for all people; historical 
truth is many, not one.  

One final blow worth mentioning is represented in the work of Hay-
den White, whose views on historiography reflect currents of thought 
about the non-referentiality of language and its functioning to create 
meaning.41 For White, “historical narratives are verbal fictions, the con-
tents of which are as much invented as found.”42 Although dealing with 
real events, history is a form of fiction, better understood as a branch of 
literature, not science, whose content is determined as much by its nar-
rative form as by its subject matter. By blurring the sacred boundary be-
tween history and fiction,43 White opened wide the door to relativism. 

                                                      
38 Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob, Telling, 165. 
39 Appleby, Hunt, and Jacob, Telling, 174–88. 
40 Novick, Noble Dream, 470. 
41 Iggers, Historiography, 120–21. 
42 Quoted in Iggers, Historiography, 119. 
43 Novick, Noble Dream, 600. 

These postmodern challenges have called into question every aspect 
of historical objectivity and have cleared the path for objectivity’s arch-
rivals—relativism and skepticism. The consensus once created and sus-
tained by the doctrine of objectivity has been broken. Under the 
pressure of competing philosophies of history, various new ways of study-
ing the past, and the assortment of particularist histories and microhisto-
ries, the historical profession, like many other disciplines, is experiencing 
the effects of fragmentation and overspecialization. Novick characterizes 
the present state of the historical profession with the final line from the 
book of Judges, “In those days there was no king in Israel; every man did 
that which was right in his own eyes.”44 The historical profession has not 
collapsed, but its center no longer holds. For many, this constitutes a cri-
sis for the historical profession, for others its liberation. 

CONCLUSION — OBJECTIVITY AND DIVERSITY 
Before its professionalization, historiography was primarily the avo-

cation of independently wealthy amateurs, who wrote histories mainly 
for moral edification and whose histories did not exhibit any common 
methods of research or criteria of evaluation. Objectivity supplied the 
historical profession scientific respectability and conferred authority 
upon professional historians vis-à-vis their amateur counterparts. Ama-
teurs continued writing history, but, if people wanted to know what 
really happened, they consulted the professionals. Objectivity provided 
professional historians with a sense of unity and shared purpose, which 
allowed the profession to flourish and weather storms of diversity. Yet, 
for many, the extreme turn toward diversity in contemporary historiog-
raphy compromises the future of the historical profession. In a world so 
influenced by postmodernism where diversity is often hailed as a virtue, 
the gravity of this situation is perhaps difficult to appreciate. But the fact 
is diversity opens the door to relativism and skepticism, which call into 
question fundamental notions of historical objectivity, e.g., our ability to 
know what happened in the past and the oneness of truth, and thereby 
call into question the authority of a profession that was founded on such 
notions. No one is scandalized when a dozen amateur historians produce 
twelve different interpretations of the same event; one rather expects it. 

                                                      
44 Novick, Noble Dream, 628. 
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When, however, professionally-trained historians produce the same 
number of competing interpretations, historical objectivity becomes sus-
pect and along with it the credibility of the historical profession. Radical 
diversity among professionals implies that they are not living up to the 
ideals of objectivity or that objectivity is somehow flawed and/or unat-
tainable. In either case, people find it difficult to justify placing their 
confidence in a profession that does not exhibit a reasonable level of 
consensus among its members. Since history gained and maintained its 
credibility and authority as a professional discipline with recourse to a 
myth of objectivity, when objectivity is challenged so is the profession 
that it undergirds. Diversity is not a threat to history as such, only to his-
tory as a professional discipline, that is, to history as practiced by profes-
sionals with all of the credibility and authority that occasions.45 

THE OBJECTIVITY QUESTION IN HISTORICAL JESUS RESEARCH 
Having briefly examined the way the myth of objectivity has func-

tioned throughout the history of the historical profession, I now turn to 
an examination of the works of three leading historical Jesus scholars to 
consider how their perspectives on the nature of history and the role of 
the historian relate to the question of historical objectivity, and thus to 
the current crisis of diversity in historical Jesus research. I have chosen 
John P. Meier, John Dominic Crossan, and N. T. Wright because they 
are all engaged in full-scale treatments of Jesus’ life yet represent differ-
ent ways of conceiving the task. Since, as we have seen, historical objec-
tivity represents not one idea but a “collection of assumptions, attitudes, 
aspirations, and antipathies,”46 the descriptions of their views are as de-
tailed as the exigencies of space allow. A section is devoted to each au-
thor. First, I present an extended summary of the author’s description of 
the historical task, of the historian as historian, and of the relationship of 
the historical task to other areas, attempting in my presentation to re-
flect the language and emphases of each author. Second, I show how 
an author’s understanding of the historical task relates to the objectivity 
question by looking at what notions of objectivity are reflected in their 
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presentation. Finally, I consider the similarities and differences of all 
three to see what patterns, if any, emerge with respect to the historical 
task and to notions of historical objectivity, and how these might relate 
to the present crisis of diversity. 

HISTORY ACCORDING TO JOHN P. MEIER 
John P. Meier entered the third quest for the historical Jesus in 1991 

with the publication of the first volume of A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the 
Historical Jesus. Initially planned as a single-volume work, it quickly 
turned into a projected two-volume work and, currently with three vol-
umes already on the market, it has become a projected four-volume 
work. The burgeoning of the project has resulted from a variety of fac-
tors, one being that “A Marginal Jew is not an autonomous project”47 but 
belongs to a larger project, the Anchor Bible Reference Library. “Hence, 
[it] is not free simply to parade its own positions, while ignoring conten-
tious and contrary voices. A reasonably broad and representative sam-
pling of authors and views is required for any ‘reference library.’ 
Inclusiveness and fairness have thus come to demand more floor space 
in this library than I had originally envisioned.”48 This is just one set of 
constraints under which Meier feels compelled to labor. Constraints can 
make the historian’s trail long and dusty, especially when the object un-
der investigation is the historical Jesus, but without constraints history 
can too easily become something else altogether, e.g., theology or chris-
tology in disguise. For Meier, the primary goal of historical Jesus research 
is to arrive at an understanding of “who Jesus of Nazareth was and what 
he intended in his own time and place.”49 Using the scientific tools of 
modern historical research, one seeks to reconstruct and examine the 
historical Jesus; yet given the fragmentary state and confessional nature 
of our existing sources, the historical Jesus is necessarily and always “a 
scientific construct, a theoretical abstraction that does not and cannot 
coincide with the full reality of Jesus of Nazareth as he actually lived and 

                                                      
47 John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus (3 vols.; New York: 

Doubleday, 1991–2001), 2:1. 
48 Meier, Marginal Jew, 2:1. 
49 Meier, Marginal Jew, 1:1. 



The Crisis of Diversity • 9 

worked in Palestine during the 1st century of our era.”50 Meier expresses 
this state of affairs as a paradox: “The historical Jesus is not the real Je-
sus. The real Jesus is not the historical Jesus.”51  

Meier’s distinction between the historical Jesus and the real Jesus is his 
attempt to provide an alternative model to the traditional bipolar for-
mula of the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith, a distinction that 
owes its grammar to Martin Kähler’s, Der sogenannte historische Jesus und 
der geschichtliche, biblische Christus yet one that Meier no longer finds 
serviceable for a variety of reasons. First, the distinction between his-
torisch and geschichtlich is weighted down with theological and ideological 
baggage from previous phases of the quest, making them less than suit-
able for facilitating research that aims at objectivity. Second, the usage 
of historisch and geschichtlich remains ambiguous even after a century of 
use. These terms and the concepts they are meant to represent differ in 
meaning and function from scholar to scholar, even among some Ger-
man-speaking scholars. Third, while historisch and geschichtlich are distin-
guishable in theory, they are not in practice. Historisch represents an 
orientation to the past that is concerned solely with “the dry bare bones 
of knowledge about the past”52 apart from any concern for its contempo-
rary relevance or meaning, whereas geschichtlich represents an orienta-
tion to the past that is concerned with the past as it “is meaningful and 
challenging, engaging and thought-provoking for present-day men and 
women.”53 Implicit in this distinction is the belief that a scholar can en-
gage the past as Historie without any interest in the past as Geschichte. 
While such a disinterested approach is a theoretical possibility, it re-
mains a practical impossibility in the real, day-to-day world of historical 
scholarship, especially given Jesus’ two millennia reign of influence. 
Meier asks, “Is it really conceivable that a scholar in the Western 
world—Christian, Jew, or agnostic—could approach a detailed study of 
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the historical Jesus without a philosophical or religious interest in, or an-
tipathy toward, the material under the microscope?”54  

These considerations lead Meier to reject the traditional formula 
and offer the alternate model of the real Jesus and the historical Jesus. 
Meier takes pains to define these terms as carefully as possible, believing 
that endless confusion in the quest has resulted from failing to differen-
tiate these concepts. Meier first distinguishes between gradations of the 
real, and then he relates the historical to the real. The real Jesus does not 
refer to Jesus’ total reality, everything he thought, said, did, and experi-
enced, because the total reality of any person is in principle unknowable, 
even to the person herself. Instead, the real Jesus refers to everything 
that in principle could have been known about Jesus, such that an inter-
ested historian or a biographer could have constructed a reasonably 
complete portrait or record of Jesus’ life, that is, a historical Jesus not 
identical to but with considerable correspondence to the real Jesus. The 
same holds in the case of more recent public figures where there is the 
potential for considerable correspondence between the historical and the 
real given the sheer quantity of available data. Yet for almost all ancient 
figures, the surviving data is so sparse that we are unable to construct 
even a reasonably complete portrait. This is the situation that obtains for 
Jesus such that the correspondence of the historical Jesus to the real Je-
sus is considerably less than a reasonably complete portrait and record of 
his life. “Of its very nature this quest can reconstruct only fragments of a 
mosaic, the faint outline of a faded fresco that allows of many interpreta-
tions.”55 “In brief, the Jesus of history is a modern abstraction and con-
struct, not to be equated with the ‘real’ Jesus, whether that reality be 
understood as ‘total’ or just ‘reasonably complete.’ By the Jesus of history 
I mean the Jesus whom we can ‘recover’ and examine by using the scien-
tific tools of modern historical research.”56 

Having established that the historical Jesus is not to be identified 
with the real Jesus, Meier makes the further assertion that the historical 
Jesus is not to be identified with the theological Jesus “investigated by 
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theologians according to their own proper methods and criteria.”57 Nei-
ther is the historical Jesus to be identified with the object of Christian 
faith, Jesus Christ incarnate, crucified, risen and presently reigning in his 
Church as Lord. What distinguishes these Jesuses from the historical Je-
sus is that, “In the realm of faith and theology, the ‘real Jesus,’ the only 
Jesus existing and living now, is this risen Lord, to whom access is given 
only through faith.”58 In these arenas, the historical Jesus is of varying 
value. As regards the direct object of Christian faith, the historical Jesus 
is of no value. The historical Jesus cannot become the object of Chris-
tian faith because Christian faith is directed toward a living person who 
cannot be replaced by a historian’s construct. Moreover, Jesus Christ as 
the present, living Lord is accessible to all believers by faith without 
them having studied history or theology a day in their life. Yet once one 
moves from the arena of faith into the larger arena of faith seeking un-
derstanding, then one has moved into the realm of theology proper 
where the historical Jesus is of inestimable value. Theology endeavors to 
reflect systematically upon faith and to relate faith to the contemporary 
context. In a culture permeated by historical-critical orientation to the 
past, theology can only speak credibly if it incorporates the historical Je-
sus into its approach. Historical Jesus research may not be able to supply 
faith with its essential content, yet “it can help theology give greater 
concrete depth and color to that content.”59 For example, appropriation 
of the historical Jesus into christology protects against docetism. In addi-
tion, since the historical Jesus does not fit neatly into any of our catego-
ries, he is able to subvert any of our theological, political, or social 
programs that seek to co-opt Jesus for our own purposes in the name of 
contemporary relevance. 

The fundamental difference between a historical investigation of Je-
sus and a theological investigation is that the historian “prescinds from 
what Christian faith or later Church teaching says about Jesus without 
either affirming or denying such claims.”60 Meier illustrates this distinc-
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tion by imagining an unpapal conclave comprised of a Catholic, a Prot-
estant, a Jew, and an agnostic who have been commissioned to produce 
a consensus document on “who Jesus of Nazareth was and what he in-
tended in his own time and place.”61 It would be assumed that these four 
are literate regarding first-century Palestinian movements and history 
and that their document is based solely upon historical sources and ar-
guments and so open to verification by anyone who uses modern histori-
cal-critical methods. The consensus document, Meier acknowledges, 
“would suffer from all the ills endemic to ecumenical statements drawn 
up by committees.”62 The resulting portrait of Jesus would be reduction-
istic, narrow in focus, and fragmentary in vision and perhaps contain dis-
tortions. Nonetheless, such a document would provide a basic consensus 
on what all reasonable people could affirm about Jesus, and as such, the 
document could serve as a starting point for ecumenical discussions and 
further research by historians and theologians alike. This “modest” 
document is the goal of A Marginal Jew.  

For Meier, the primary task of historical Jesus research is the identi-
fication of reliable data, the determination of what in our sources really 
goes back to Jesus.63 Historical research focuses upon the particular, 
which distinguishes history from disciplines like sociology and cross-
cultural anthropology that study the past by applying models to con-
struct overarching theories that interpret the data. While these models 
are perhaps useful at a later stages, they only produce generalizations. 
They do not generate data about Jesus or determine its historicity. Meier 
sees the historical task as involving a certain low level of interpretation 
in the gathering of data and the determination of its reliability through 
the application of criteria of historicity. Beyond this unavoidable low 
level of interpretation, Meier attempts “to let any overarching interpre-
tation of Jesus and his work emerge gradually and naturally out of the 
data judged historical” and not impose an interpretation on the data.64 
Meier is cautious at this point because he recognizes that all scholarly 
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judgments are affected by personal biases. Nonetheless, objectivity re-
mains a necessary “asymptotic goal,” a goal to be striven after even if not 
fully attainable. What keeps the historian on track is the admission of 
one’s commitments and biases and the endeavor to exclude their influ-
ence by adhering to commonly held criteria and methods and inviting 
the criticism of one’s peers.65  

Debate is essential if Jesus research is to remain an 
honest academic endeavor. In addition to the criteria 
of historicity and other methodological guidelines, de-
bate among and mutual criticism by scholars are pivotal 
to preventing authors from veering off into fantasy 
worlds of their own making, a not unknown result of 
searching for the historical Jesus.66 

Meier, Historiography, and the Objectivity Question 
Wright critiques Meier for persisting “in the pursuit of an old-style 

objectivity.”67 Meier’s description of the historical task is essentially ob-
jectivist, but it does not fit an old-style objectivity as Wright suggests. 
Meier exhibits none of the nineteenth-century optimism that the past 
can be known wie es eigentlich gewesen. His discussion of the real Jesus 
and the historical Jesus shows that he entertains no such delusions. His-
torical research is in principle unable to reconstruct any person as they 
actually were, and in the case of Jesus, only glimpses of the real person 
are available. Meier does pursue objectivity, but he pursues a much more 
nuanced, sophisticated brand of objectivity, characteristic of the late 
twentieth century. Meier’s chief aim is to protect the credibility of his-
torical Jesus research, which is being threatened by scholars who con-
struct a historical Jesus to suit their particular agendas. Meier safeguards 
historical Jesus research by classify it as a scientific discipline and by de-
fining its goals and practices with recourse to notions of historical objec-
tivity that seek to minimize the level of interpretation and keep personal 
subjectivity in check. 
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Meier constantly describes historical Jesus research using adjectives 
like modern, scholarly, academic, scientific, and empirical. Historical Jesus 
research is an “academic endeavor” that deals with “empirical data” and 
uses “purely scientific means” and “the scientific tools of modern histori-
cal research.” Continual reference to this sort of language seems de-
signed to invest historical Jesus research with the same sort of credibility 
and authority enjoined by the natural sciences and to distinguish it from 
other disciplines that cannot boast of such connections, for example, 
theology, which Meier grants academic but not scientific status. This 
rhetoric corresponds to that used by the historical profession in its quest 
for respectability. 

Meier defines historical Jesus research as primarily the gathering of 
reliable facts about Jesus. Illustrative of Meier’s refined sense of historical 
objectivity is his recognition that the gathering of facts involves an un-
avoidable, albeit low, degree of interpretation. The goal, however, is to 
keep interpretation to an absolute minimum. Here, one can see the logic 
of historical objectivity at work. By minimizing interpretation, the poten-
tial for scholarly agreement increases as does the potential for objective 
truth, which in turn increases the credibility and authority of the disci-
pline. That is, if historical Jesus scholars focus primarily upon facts, the 
need for interpretation is reduced and the likelihood of scholarly accord 
increased. Since objective truth is universally true for all people, the ex-
tent to which scholars are agreed is the extent to which their conclu-
sions are regarded as objectively true and reliable. In turn this grants the 
historical Jesus profession and its scholars greater credibility and authority.   

Meier sees historical research as a discreet discipline and maintains a 
strict distinction between history as a discipline involving a fairly low 
level of interpretation from social scientific disciplines that work at 
much higher levels of interpretation and abstraction. According to 
Meier, approaches that are historical do not impose predetermined in-
terpretive grids on the data but allow any overarching interpretations to 
emerge “gradually and naturally” from the data. In a discipline that is 
experiencing the influx of a host of new ways of studying the past, 
Meier’s rejection of social approaches for historical Jesus research is 
reminiscent of the conservative historians’ denouncement of the social 
historians in the early twentieth century because of the fear, which they 
were confirmed in, that multiple, divergent interpretations of the same 
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events would proliferate and threaten the authority of the historical pro-
fession. Meier’s logic seems to be that scholars applying the same criteria 
of historicity are more likely to arrive at the same or similar conclusions 
than scholars applying social scientific models, since the criteria of his-
toricity are less interpretive. Thus, Meier’s rejection of the social scien-
tific approaches suggests once again a desire to cultivate scholarly 
agreement in order to maintain academic respectability. On a more 
speculative note, our review of the historical profession suggests another 
possible motive for Meier’s dismissal of social scientific approaches. One 
of the factors underlying the conservative denunciation of the social his-
torians was that the traditional image of American’s past was being sub-
verted. Similarly, scholars who rely more heavily upon social sciences 
often construct a portrait of Jesus that subverts the canonical portraits. 
While the emerging image of Meier’s Jesus is not identical to the ca-
nonical portraits, it is much closer than those produced by non-
traditional methods. It is therefore worth asking whether Meier’s com-
mitment to historical objectivity reflects a conscious or unconscious 
commitment to a canonical Jesus.  

Meier emphasizes the need for historical Jesus scholars to remain as 
neutral and unbiased as possible. This concern to maintain scholarly ob-
jectivity is driven by a desire to distinguish the third quest from its two 
predecessors and their failings. Meier points out that the first two quests 
were largely the work of German Protestants. He attributes their inabil-
ity to produce lasting results to their being more interested in providing 
a Jesus who was relevant for contemporary faith; in other words, they 
were more interested in doing theology than in writing serious history. In 
contrast are the advances of the third quest attributable to its develop-
ment of commonly accepted criteria and to the increased self-awareness 
and self-criticalness of its scholars. This maturing of the historical-
critical method has greatly reduced subjective influences and made pub-
lic dialog possible, transforming the quest into an international and in-
terfaith affair.68 Reflected here is the idea that a truth that commands 
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greater assent by the greater number of diverse people is more objectively 
true and reliable.  

For Meier, the ongoing success and academic respectability of the 
third quest depends upon eliminating scholarly subjectivity. Each scholar 
should endeavor to become as objective as possible by making one’s per-
sonal commitments known and adhering to commonly held criteria and 
methodological guidelines. Scholars, however, are human, and so the re-
sponsibility to safeguard research from subjectivity ultimately resides 
with the community of scholars and the social mechanisms of public de-
bate and criticism. 

HISTORY ACCORDING TO JOHN DOMINIC CROSSAN 
In 1991, the same year that saw the initial installment of A Marginal 

Jew, John Dominic Crossan published The Historical Jesus: The Life of a 
Mediterranean Jewish Peasant. Crossan begins by saying, “Historical Jesus 
research is becoming something of a bad joke,”69 a statement occasioned 
by the proliferation of wildly divergent portraits of Jesus despite their be-
ing produced by competent scholars. Even among those primarily con-
cerned with situating Jesus within his first-century Jewish context, there 
seem to be as many pictures as there are exegetes. For Crossan, such 
stunning diversity is not a sign of scholarly progress but is an academic 
embarrassment. “It is impossible to avoid the suspicion that historical Je-
sus research is a very safe place to do theology and call it history, to do 
autobiography and call it biography.”70 Given this state of affairs what is 
needed is not another portrait of Jesus to hang in the gallery alongside 
the others; this would “but add to the impression of acute scholarly sub-
jectivity in historical Jesus research.”71 Instead, what is needed is an 
agreed-upon formal method. Crossan acknowledges that such a method 
would never lead to a single, once-for-all interpretation of Jesus’ life be-
cause method does not eliminate the need for scholarly judgments at 
every step of the process. Nevertheless, “historical Jesus research would 
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at least have some common methodology instead of a rush to conclusion 
that could then be only accepted or denied.”72 

Crossan’s emphasis upon formal method is related to his definition 
of history. “History is the past reconstructed interactively by the present 
through argued evidence in public discourse.”73 Crossan labels this the-
ory of history interactivism, or historical dialectic, which he distinguishes 
from two other modes of historical reconstruction.74 Ironically, the 
metaphor he uses to differentiate these three modes of history and illus-
trate his own is one that has always been used to challenge the legiti-
macy of historical Jesus research, namely, that when historians peer 
down the deep well of time in quest of Jesus, the face they identify as Je-
sus’ is actually their own being reflected back. On one end of the histori-
cal spectrum sits the possible illusion—narcissism, or historical solipsism. 
The historian imagines she is seeing the past when in fact she is only see-
ing her own present being reflected back. Failing to recognize the effects 
that her biases and worldview have on her reconstruction, she imagines 
that she is recovering the past when in actuality she has simply projected 
the present onto the past and called it history. On the other end of the 
historical spectrum sits the impossible delusion—historicism, or historical 
positivism. The historian thinks she can see the past as it was without in-
terference from the present, imagining that her biases and worldview can 
be effectively excluded from the investigation. Though Crossan presents 
these alternatives as opposites, they are alike in their imagining that the 
past can be recovered as it was without distortion from the present. The 
difference is one of awareness. The narcissist peers into the well unaware 
of the water and/or its reflective properties and so does not recognize 
that the face she sees is a reflected face, thus the illusion. The positivist is 
aware of the water but supposes that its reflective properties can be ef-
fectively overcome, thus the delusion.  

For Crossan, however, the present always affects our viewing of the 
past precisely because our interest in reconstructing the past is so that we 
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might project our future. “And it is, unfortunately, not possible not to do 
it.”75 The narcissist is oblivious to this reality, while the positivist attempts 
to avoid it, often arguing for an “uncommitted, objective, dispassionate” 
brand of nineteenth-century historicism, which was simply “a methodo-
logical screen to cover various forms of social power and imperialistic con-
trol.”76 Crossan’s comment is not intended to disparage method per se for, 
as we have seen, method is of critical importance for Crossan. Method, 
however, achieves a different goal than that imagined by the nineteenth-
century historical positivist and his present-day descendents. Crossan’s in-
sistence upon method is not a claim for “a spurious objectivity, because 
almost every step demands a scholarly judgment and an informed deci-
sion.”77 Method leads not to an “unattainable objectivity” but is necessary 
to achieve an “attainable honesty.”78 Honesty replaces objectivity as the 
historian’s virtue because absolute objectivity is impossible. We simply 
cannot see the surface of the water at the bottom of the well “without si-
multaneously seeing, disturbing, and distorting our own face,” nor can we 
“see our own face without simultaneously seeing, disturbing, and distorting 
the surface.”79  

Crossan’s alternative, interactivism or historical dialectic, recognizes as 
an inescapable fact that the present is as much a part of reconstructing 
the past as is the past being reconstructed. According to this theory of 
history, “The past and the present must interact with one another, each 
changing and challenging the other.”80  

Such reconstruction can be subjective, though it may 
deny being so; cannot be objective, though it may claim 
to be so; but should be interactive, though it may fight 
being so. Present and past intertwine creatively, and 
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the best we can ever hope for is to keep that interac-
tion as even, balanced, and honest as possible.81 

What maintains this balanced interaction between past and present is 
“method, method, and, once again, method.”82 Method does not guaran-
tee results but “at its best, guarantees the fullest interaction of self and 
other, past and present.”83 Method does not ensure scholarly consensus; 
for there will always be times when the best we can offer is alternative 
perspectives on the same event.84 Yet method, by making historians self-
conscious and self-critical, makes public discourse possible. Method is 
the historian’s only discipline, her best hope for honesty. Method “is the 
due process of history.”85 

Crossan’s own formal method for reconstructing the historical Jesus 
consists of three overlapping, interacting layers: a macrocosmic layer rely-
ing upon cross-cultural, cross-temporal social anthropology, a mesocosmic 
layer involving Greco-Roman history, and a microcosmic layer consisting 
of the literary remains of the Jesus tradition.86 Since the Jesus tradition in-
volves numerous textual difficulties, the microcosmic layer receives spe-
cialized treatment. First, an inventory is compiled of the entire Jesus 
tradition drawn from both intercanonical and extracanonical sources. 
Next, the inventory is structured chronologically by placing texts into one 
of four successive strata according to their respective dates (30–60, 60–80, 
80–120, and 120–150 CE). Finally, the inventory is organized according to 
the level of independent attestation for individual textual units (single, 
double, triple, and multiple attestation). Once this database has been con-
structed, Crossan relies upon three methodological principles in order to 
guide his judgments regarding authenticity. First, priority is given to mate-
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rial in the earliest stratum; units are presumed authentic until proven oth-
erwise. Second, priority is given to material with a higher degree of inde-
pendent attestation. Third, as a safeguard, all units with single attestation 
are bracketed out from consideration even those located within the earliest 
stratum. Crossan acknowledges, that this method does not guarantee results 
because, even if these formal moves are accepted, scholars will still make dif-
ferent material investments. Scholars may agree, for example, that the hier-
archies of stratification and of multiple attestation provide the best 
guidelines for how historical Jesus research should proceed and yet dis-
agree with one another on literary relationships between sources, which 
would necessarily affect dating and independent attestation. Crossan’s 
challenge is that his colleagues either accept his formal moves or provide 
better ones that will enable more open and focused discussions and de-
bates so that historical Jesus research can cease being such an academic 
embarrassment. 

When it comes to the relationship between history and faith, Crossan 
eschews the Jesus-of-history/Christ-of-faith dichotomy because he sees his-
tory and faith as dialectical in the same way that history is itself dialectical. 
Crossan makes two preliminary observations regarding this point. First, 
history does not equal faith. That is, faith does not stand in a logical or 
causal relationship to historical events. History does not replace faith, 
guarantee faith, or force faith. This is evidenced by the fact that two peo-
ple witnessing the same exorcism drew opposite conclusions: the one that 
Jesus was anointed by God and the other that he was possessed by Beel-
zebul. Second, Christian faith is not Easter faith. That is, genuine Christian 
faith was possible before Jesus’ death and resurrection as well as after it. 
Again, this is evidenced by the different responses Jesus received during 
his lifetime. Some responded, “he is a subversion of the Roman gods of law 
and order, he is dangerous and criminal, he should be executed,” while 
others responded, “he is an incarnation of the Jewish God of justice and 
righteousness, he is Messiah and Lord, he should be worshiped.”87 For 
Crossan, this latter type of response is Christian faith and was present the 
moment it was uttered. Christian faith may include Easter faith, but it 
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cannot be reduced to Easter faith for Christian faith is always “(1) an act 
of faith (2) in the historical Jesus (3) as the manifestation of God.”88  

This definition of Christian faith and the history-faith dialectic is re-
flected in the actual form of the canonical gospels, which all represent 
the same gospel type, biography (in contrast to sayings, discourse, and 
discourse-biography gospels)89 and which all reflect the same type of 
Christianity, incarnational/sarcophilic (in contrast to docetic/sarcopho-
bic).90 Only in the biography-type gospels does there exist a dialectic be-
tween past and present (of then-and-now, of then-as-now) and a dialec-
tic between history and faith (of a historically-read Jesus and a 
theologically-read Christ, of the historical Jesus then as the risen Jesus 
now).91 So, when four gospels all belonging to the same gospel type were 
canonized, not only their content became normative but especially their 
form as a dialectic of this is how we see Jesus-then as Christ-now.92 His-
torians have never and will never need faith in the risen Jesus to carry-
out research on the historical Jesus. Likewise, those committed to 
sarcophobic, Gnostic Christianity have never and will never need re-
search on the historical Jesus to have faith in the risen Jesus. But, for 
those who invoke the authority of the canonical gospels and seek to live 
within the heritage of sarcophilic, Catholic Christianity, research on the 
historical Jesus is essential to faith in the risen Jesus, for “history and 
faith are always a dialectic for incarnational Christianity.”93  

With those canonical gospels as inaugural models and 
primordial examples, each Christian generation must 
write its gospels anew, must first reconstruct its histori-
cal Jesus with fullest integrity, and then say and live 
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what that reconstruction means for present life in this 
world.94 

Crossan, Historiography, and the Objectivity Question 
Crossan’s definition of history as “the past reconstructed interac-

tively by the present” challenges the objectivist notion that the past can 
be known wie es eigentlich gewesen by dissolving the sharp separation be-
tween the knower and the known.95 Since the present is intertwined 
with the past, the past is not an independent object. Since the present 
and the past change each other, historical truth is not objective truth, 
absolute and universal, but truth relative to the ever-changing present. 
Like Meier, Crossan clearly sees diversity as a serious challenge to the 
academic respectability of historical Jesus research and identifies the 
culprit as “acute scholarly subjectivity.” Crossan, however, ostensibly re-
jects the neutral, disinterested objectivity as a solution. 

When Crossan identifies the problem as acute scholarly subjectivity, 
he seems to be indicating that the diversity in historical Jesus research is 
not caused by scholars making subjective judgments but by each scholar 
using her own methods and approaches, which turns historical Jesus re-
search into a private game and makes dialogue impossible. Since history 
involves “argued evidence in public discourse,” an agreed-upon formal 
method is essential. Method facilitates public discourse by providing 
guidelines for how judgments are made, evidence is argued, and conclu-
sions are evaluated. Method makes scholars more self-conscious and 
self-critical and facilitates honest, productive dialogue and so serves to 
balance the interaction between the historian and the past. Although 
method will never achieve guaranteed results or scholarly consensus, 
Crossan’s concern is that, if scholars are using their own individual 
methods, then historical Jesus research has no legitimate claim to being 
an academic discipline.  

Some scholars have questioned Crossan’s consistency: his adamant 
rejection of “spurious objectivity” alongside his demand for rigorous 
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methodological source criticism.96 It is mistaken logic, however, to as-
sume that anti-objectivists are uninterested in separating fact from fic-
tion. The social historian Beard, for all his denunciation of historical 
objectivity, regarded the rigorous application of scientific methods indis-
pensable.97 In fact, social historians were known for their rigorous criti-
cism, and they often criticized their objectivist opponents for not being 
sufficiently critical of primary sources. Social historians did not forsake 
critical methods only the naïve objectivist optimism that accompanied 
them. So Crossan’s position is entirely consistent as well as practical. 
Since Crossan is trying to convince his colleagues of his non-
conventional methods and radical conclusions, his arguing for a more, 
instead of a less, critical use of traditional methods makes sense apolo-
getically.  

One final issue worth considering is the relationship between Cros-
san’s rejection of objectivity and his employment of cross-cultural social 
anthropology. To review, when social historians first introduced social-
scientific approaches into the practice of history, they also attacked ob-
jectivity. (1) They dismissed neutral, disinterested objectivity as an illu-
sion, in part, because objectivity had been used to support traditional 
histories and, in part, because the social disciplines had sensitized them 
to the degree to which people’s judgments, including historians’, are de-
termined by socio-economic factors. (2) Social historians challenged the 
objectivist notion that history be confined to the gathering of facts with-
out attempting to provide interpretations. They argued that the selec-
tion of facts was a highly interpretative task, and moreover, they felt that 
limiting history to fact-gathering voided history of its meaning. (3) In-
stead of focusing upon national institutions and great individuals, social 
historians focused upon social structures and people groups. (4) Not sur-
prisingly the histories produced by social historians did not simply add 
additional perspectives on past events but subverted traditional interpre-
tations entirely. These same features characterize Crossan’s work. (1) 
Crossan dismisses uncommitted, dispassionate objectivity as simply “a 
methodological screen to cover various forms of social power and impe-
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rialistic control.”98 (2) While he insists upon the rigorous criticism in the 
determination of facts (his microcosmic layer), Crossan believes history 
properly involves higher levels of interpretation (his mesocosmic and 
macrocosmic layers). (3) The attention Crossan gives to marginalized 
groups and the social structures of domination seems to challenge the 
idea that history, even the history of Jesus, should be focused upon great 
figures. Moxnes observes, “Even if Jesus is the main protagonist of the 
book, it is the peasantry who are its real subjects.”99 (4) Finally, Cros-
san’s portrayal of Jesus as a Mediterranean Jewish peasant cynic neither 
compliments nor provides a simple corrective to traditional images of Je-
sus but subverts them entirely.  

The combination of factors in Crossan’s work—his use of the social 
sciences, his rejection of disinterested objectivity, and his insistence 
upon greater methodological consistency and rigor—places him in a long 
tradition of social historians. Crossan does not fear challenges to objec-
tivity, but he does react to the diversity that challenges to objectivity 
have borne. Consequently, Crossan does not advocate a more rigorous 
objectivity, whose notions of disinterested neutrality and universal truth 
he associates with imperialism. Instead, the antidote to acute scholarly 
subjectivity is adherence to a common method subject to the social con-
straints of public debate and criticism. 

HISTORY ACCORDING TO N. T. WRIGHT 
In 1996, N. T. Wright published his account of the historical Jesus 

under the title, Jesus and the Victory of God. This volume is the second in 
a proposed six-volume project entitled, Christian Origins and the Question 
of God, whose bipartite title reflects the two central questions underlying 
the entire project: (1) “How did Christianity begin, and why did it take 
the shape that it did?” and (2) “What does Christianity believe, and does 
it make sense?”100 These questions are about the past and the present, 
about history and theology, about what happened in the first century 
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and its relevance for the twenty-first century. For Wright, these ques-
tions are inextricably intertwined because the past is never studied for its 
own sake; it is always fueled by concerns in the present. All those en-
gaged in the historical study of Jesus and all those who read their books, 
be they Christian or not, seem to think that whatever turns out to be the 
truth concerning who Jesus was then is of special significance for what 
one believes and how one lives now. “History, not least this bit of his-
tory, can never be done in a vacuum.”101 For Wright, the historical study 
of Jesus and the quest for Christian origins is necessitated by the 
Enlightenment’s challenge that Christianity was founded on a myth 
(here being used pejoratively). Modernity has itself suffered from an in-
ternal collapse, but its challenges cannot be relativized or dismissed. “Al-
though the Enlightenment began as, many other things, a critique of 
orthodox Christianity, it can function, and in many ways has functioned, 
as a means of recalling Christianity to genuine history, to its necessary 
roots.”102 The Enlightenment posed important questions, but it did not 
have the resources to answer them. In the end, then, Christianity may 
be all the better for trying to answer these questions. Thus, Wright de-
scribes his project as ultimately “part of the wider task—which I believe 
faces modern Western culture in its entirety, not only theologians or 
Christians—of trying to rethink a basic worldview in the face of the in-
ternal collapse of the one which has dominated the Western world for 
the last two centuries.”103 This internal collapse is directly related to a 
fundamental feature of the modernist worldview, namely, its division be-
tween objective and subjective ways of knowing. Rooted in Enlighten-
ment empiricism and its preference for neutral, disinterested objectivity, 
this separation has led to the compartmentalization of human knowledge 
and resulted in distinct, often disparate, academic disciplines, as illus-
trated, for example, by the separation of history and theology. This epis-
temological split between objective and subjective knowledge, which has 
come under attack with the rise of postmodernism, is what rendered the 
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Enlightenment incapable of answering its most significant questions. 
The underlying argument of Jesus and the Victory of God is that  

[this] split is not warranted: that rigorous history (i.e., 
open-ended investigation of actual events in first-
century Palestine) and rigorous theology (i.e., open-
ended investigation of what the word ‘god’, and hence 
the adjective ‘divine’, might actually refer to) belong 
together, and never more so than in discussion of Jesus. 
If this means that we end up needing a new meta-
physic, so be it.104  

Wright outlines this new metaphysic in his introductory volume, 
The New Testament and the People of God, by describing a form of critical 
realism that will serve as the foundation for his entire project. In critical 
realism and its emphasis upon story, Wright finds a theory regarding the 
nature of human knowing that is more comprehensive and consistent 
with how humans actually acquire knowledge than that of Enlighten-
ment empiricism with its objective-subjective dichotomy and its rival 
theories of positivism and phenomenalism. Positivism maintains that 
there are realities external to the human mind about which we can have 
definite knowledge. These realities can be empirically verified through 
measured observation. Anything not subject to empirical observation 
does not constitute knowledge but mere opinion, belief, or fantasy. In 
contrast, phenomenalism claims that we cannot have direct knowledge 
of external realities. Instead, we can only be certain of our own sense 
data, how these realities appear to us. Empirical testing does not verify 
these external realities only our perceptions of them. Positivism and 
phenomenalism share a fundamental flaw in that each is preoccupied 
with the value of empirical verification, thus introducing an unbridge-
able chasm between objects and subjects. Positivism and phenomenalism 
are “more or less, the optimistic and pessimistic versions of the Enlight-
enment epistemological project, or of a broad empiricism.”105  
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Wright’s solution to this objective-subjective, positivist-
phenomenalist dilemma is critical realism, which asserts that objects and 
their knowing subjects are both constitutive of human knowledge.  

[Critical realism] is a way of describing the process of 
‘knowing’ that acknowledges the reality of the thing 
known, as something other than the knower (hence ‘real-
ism’), while also fully acknowledging that the only ac-
cess we have to this reality lies along the spiraling path 
of appropriate dialogue or conversation between the knower 
and the thing known (hence ‘critical’). This path leads to 
critical reflection on the products of our enquiry into 
‘reality’, so that our assertions about ‘reality’ acknowl-
edge their own provisionality. Knowledge, in other 
words, although in principle concerning realities inde-
pendent of the knower, is never itself independent of 
the knower.106 

Wright describes critical realism as “essentially a relational epistemology, 
as opposed to a detached one.”107 Neutral, disinterested objectivity is not 
only regarded as impossible, it is not valued. Subjectivity is not a neces-
sary evil but precisely what makes human knowledge human knowledge 
and, therefore, possible.108 Yet, critical realism does not affirm all subjec-
tivity as valuable. Subjects are not allowed to project their own biases 
and preconceptions onto unwilling objects. Objects must be allowed to 
speak, and subjects are required to listen. Of course, as in all communi-
cation, some things are misunderstood or even missed altogether. Given 
this situation, the virtue to be cultivated by the subject is not detached 
disinterest but involved interest. The knower is not attempting the im-
possible task of suppressing her subjectivity in favor of objectivity but is 
attempting the possible task of having her uninformed subjectivity trans-
formed into an increasingly informed subjectivity via ongoing dialogue 
between the knower and the known that takes place in a public not a 
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private arena.109 Thus, critical realism “allows for the actuality of knowl-
edge beyond that of one’s own sense-data (that which the ‘objectivist’ 
desires to safeguard), while also fully allowing for the involvement of the 
knower in the act of knowing (that upon which the ‘subjectivist’ will 
rightly insist).”110 

A fundamental feature of Wright’s critical realism is its emphasis 
upon worldview and its concept of story as basic to all worldviews.111 
Here, story is not understood as something that merely illustrates some 
abstract truth or factual statement as if these were more basic or more 
real. Instead, stories are understood as embodying worldviews, as bring-
ing worldviews into articulation.112 “Human life . . . [is] grounded in and 
constituted by the implicit or explicit stories which humans tell them-
selves and one another”113 which make sense of their experience of the 
world. Our observations of external realities take place within the larger 
framework of worldviews and stories, without which our observations 
could not be made or made sense of.114 Thus, facts and objects only have 
meaning, that is, only become facts and objects, within the context of 
particular theories, or stories, about the way the world actually is. 
Knowledge takes place “when people find things that fit with the particu-
lar story or (more likely) stories to which they are accustomed to give al-
legiance.”115 

Wright therefore rejects approaches to history that presume to begin 
with a determination facts and only afterward develop theories about 
them because, in a critical realist theory of how humans acquire knowl-
edge, facts are themselves theory-laden entities, neither prior to nor in-
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dependent of the theories we construct about them.116 Instead, historical 
reconstruction is properly conceived as an ongoing process of hypothesis-
verification, where questions lead to hypotheses, which are then tested 
and either verified or falsified according to “what sort of ‘fit’ they have 
with the stories already in place.”117 The fitness of a hypothesis is judged 
according to three criteria.118 First, a good hypothesis must include and 
account for all of the relevant data, making sense of the data as it stands. 
Second, a good hypothesis must offer a relatively simple, coherent ex-
planation of the data. Third, this explanatory story must shed light on 
other areas of research, providing explanations of problems other than 
those it was designed to cover.  

In actual practice, these three criteria are not as straightforward as 
they appear. What counts for satisfying each of the criteria, and what 
relative weight should be given to each?119 For example, there is an in-
herent tension between the first two criteria. In situations where the 
data is immense and complex, the inclusion of data works against 
achieving simplicity of explanation. Conversely, simplicity could be 
achieved but only by sacrificing evidence. In some cases, appeals to the 
third criterion may adjudicate whether the data or simplicity should re-
ceive priority, but in most cases Wright maintains that preference should 
be given to inclusion of data.120 In short then, history  

is arrived at, like all knowledge, by the spiral of episte-
mology, in which the story-telling human community 
launches enquiries, forms provisional judgments about 
which stories are likely to be successful in answering 
those enquiries, and then tests these judgments by fur-
ther interaction with the data.121 
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But what is the goal of historical study? The historian engages in this 
ongoing process of hypothesis-verification about events in the past in or-
der to narrate human intentionality. Borrowing from Collingwood, 
Wright argues that history is not concerned only with the outside of 
events (what people did) but with the inside of events (why people did 
what they did).122 The historian is not just after the fact of an event but 
the meaning of an event, expressed in terms of the aims, intentions, and 
motivations of the human participants. Aim refers to the fundamental 
direction of a person’s life, a person’s guiding sense of purpose or voca-
tion, and reflects her mindset, her particular variation of the worldview 
held by the community or communities to which she belongs. Aims are 
expressed in intentions, defined as “the specific application of the ‘aim’ 
in a particular (and in principle repeatable) situation.”123 Finally, inten-
tions find concrete embodiment in motivation, “the specific sense, on 
one special occasion, that a certain action or set of actions is appropriate 
and desirable.”124 The distinctions Wright makes between aims, inten-
tions, and motivations is illustrated by the following. We could say that 
Jesus’ overall aim was to inaugurate the kingdom of God. In line with 
this aim was Jesus’ intention to travel to Jerusalem and on one particular 
occasion was motivated to overturn tables in the Temple. By studying 
events in terms of the aims, intentions, motivations, and mindsets of the 
human participants involved, the historian is able to go beyond their ob-
servable, causal connections to events immediately antecedent and sub-
sequent to get to their meaning. Yet, in order to understand the 
mindsets of individuals, the historian must examine the worldviews of 
the communities to which they belong by studying the communities’ sto-
ries, symbols, and characteristic behaviors.125 Of course, within a critical-
realist model, the historian’s examination of another society’s worldview 
necessitates an examination of one’s own worldview to protect against 
distorting the picture that emerges. History, then, is  
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a matter of looking, through one’s own spectacles, at evi-
dence about the past, trying to reconstruct the probable 
course of events and the motivations of the characters 
involved, and defending such reconstructions against 
rival ones, not on the grounds of their coherence with 
one’s own presuppositions, but on the scientific 
grounds of getting in the data, doing so with appropri-
ate simplicity, and shedding light on other areas of re-
search.126 

Since, for Wright, historical questions about Jesus cannot be pur-
sued apart from theological questions about God, it is not surprising that 
he rejects the Jesus-of-history/Christ-of-faith dichotomy as indicative of 
the split-level, modernist worldview. Even those approaches that at-
tempt to equate the two or relate them are simply perpetuating the 
Enlightenment’s dualistic epistemology with its division between religion 
and politics, the natural and the supernatural, and history and faith. 
Early Christians did not make such a distinction, and Wright finds no 
reason to do so either.127 Jesus and Christ are not two realities but one, 
known in two different yet indivisible ways: history and faith.128 Just as 
history cannot be pursued apart from theology, faith cannot be devel-
oped apart from history. The historical quest of Jesus is a “necessary and 
nonnegotiable aspect of Christian discipleship”129 because it provides a 
check and balance on Christian faith’s propensity to remake Jesus in its 
own image. Precisely because Jesus has been worshipped for nearly two 
thousand years, the Church’s image of Jesus has become distorted with 
misunderstandings and misconceptions. “History . . . prevents faith be-
coming fantasy”130 by calling the Church back to its historical roots and 
back to a historically-sensitive understanding of its Scriptures so that its 
vocation in the world can be shaped and informed by Jesus’ own sense of 
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vocation. Moreover, given orthodox Christianity’s position that to deal 
with Jesus is to deal with God, the historical study of Jesus is necessarily 
an exploration of God.131 

Wright, Historiography, and the Objectivity Question 
Like Meier and Crossan, Wright is concerned that historical Jesus 

research retain its identity and status as a professional historical disci-
pline. Yet, for Wright, what threatens historical Jesus research is not di-
versity per se but the proliferation of reconstructions of Jesus in which his 
specifically Jewish features are downplayed or absent altogether.132 
Wright regards such non-Jewish portraits as a clear indication that un-
disclosed theological presuppositions are overriding historical considera-
tions, and so wishes to protect the historical integrity of historical Jesus 
research by distancing what he considers to be genuine historical schol-
arship from false imitations. Wright critiques certain notions of historical 
objectivity that have been used as supports for these theologically-laden 
approaches and instead offers critical realism with its emphasis upon ad-
vancing hypotheses in a public arena as the most viable alternative. 

It has become commonplace for scholars to speak of contemporary 
research into the historical Jesus under the rubric of the Third Quest. Yet 
Wright, who coined the term,133 uses Third Quest to designate a particu-
lar segment of historical Jesus research. Scholars that comprise the Third 
Quest stand roughly in the tradition of Schweitzer who regarded the 
gospels historically reliable in their characterization of Jesus as an apoca-
lyptic Jewish prophet. Opposite are scholars of the New and renewed 
New Quests, who follow in the skepticism of Wrede who believed that 
the gospels provided much by way of insight into the theological con-
cerns of the early church but very little by way of accurate historical in-
formation about Jesus.134 Scholars within the renewed New Quest are 
preoccupied with criteria of historicity, and they tend to produce por-
traits of Jesus that, in Wright’s estimation, are essentially non-Jewish in 
character and emphasis (that is, non-eschatological and non-
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apocalyptic). Though Wright stresses that these categories of the Third 
Quest and the renewed New Quest are just heuristic attempts to de-
scribe recent writing, his rhetoric suggests something more.  

After evaluating the approaches of the Jesus Seminar, Mack, and 
Crossan whom he situates within the renewed New Quest, Wright shifts 
his attention to the Third Quest, which he describes as a “new wave of 
historical seriousness about Jesus,” which has produced “a flood of schol-
arly and seriously historical books” in which there is “a real attempt to 
do history seriously.”135 He further distinguishes the Third Quest from 
the New and renewed New Quests when he writes, “The pursuit of 
truth—historical truth—is what the Third Quest is all about. Serious 
historical method, as opposed to the pseudo-historical use of home-made 
‘criteria’, is making a comeback in the Third Quest.”136 According to 
Wright, the Third Quest has made significant advances in the study of 
Jesus because its practitioners share a common aim—“serious historical 
scholarship,” a common intention—taking “the total Jewish background 
extremely seriously,” and common motivations—“the advancement of 
serious historical hypotheses.”137 At the same time, the Third Quest has 
“no united theological or political agenda, unlike the quite monochrome 
New Quest and its fairly monochrome renewal,”138 giving the Third 
Quest the necessary checks and balances that make possible the critical 
realist approach, with its spiraling path of critical dialogue between the 
subject and the object. Similar to Meier’s repetition of academic and sci-
entific, Wright’s reoccurring use of real, serious, and history or historical is 
designed to invest the Third Quest with the respectability of the 
mainline historical profession over against its New Quest opposition. 
Wright’s praise of the progress and success of the Third Quest, which he 
attributes to its unified purpose, its common practices, and its open dia-
logue seems to serve a similar function. In both instances, Wright’s 
rhetoric is reminiscent of that employed by professional historians in 
their endeavor to legitimize history as an authoritative, professional dis-
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cipline and to distinguish their work from that of amateur historians 
whom they were trying to replace. Wright has essentially professionalized 
the Third Quest.139  

Wright’s critical realism affirms some notions of historical objectivity 
while providing alternatives to others. Critical realism presupposes the 
objective reality of the past and affirms that historical truth essentially 
corresponds to the actuality of the past. At the same time, critical real-
ism denies the objectivist separation between the objective actuality of 
the past and our subjective knowledge of it. Wright therefore dismisses 
historical practices that perpetuate a dichotomy between objective and 
subjective aspects of historical knowledge, whether in the form of ap-
peals to neutral objectivity or in the form of methods that treat facts as 
though they were relatively free of interpretation. Critical realism oper-
ates with an estimation of facts opposite that of historical objectivity. 
Facts are theory-laden entities dependent upon interpretations, which 
themselves are prior to and constitutive of facts. Thus, the fatal flaw of 
the renewed New Quest is its assumption that that the first step of his-
torical reconstruction is constructing a database of authentic words and 
deeds of Jesus, for built into the criteria of historicity are particular hy-
potheses about Jesus, the early church, and the gospels that predeter-
mine judgments. The problem is not with these hypotheses as such but 
with the fact that they are unacknowledged or undisclosed and so are al-
lowed to operate tacitly and therefore not open to evaluations and revision 
according to the critical realist hermeneutical spiral. For Wright, what 
historical Jesus research needs is not increased preoccupation with crite-
ria of historicity with its pretense of a neutral, scientific objectivity that 
simply functions as a mask for uncritical presuppositions. Instead, his-
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torical Jesus research needs open, public discourse where hypotheses can 
be advanced, argued, and critiqued.  

SYNTHESIS 
Of Meier, Crossan, and Wright, only Meier would identify himself as 

an objectivist, yet among them, there is significant agreement on a num-
ber of fundamental notions of historical objectivity, albeit, in its more 
nuanced, chastened form. Moreover, these notions upon which they 
agree continue to play a prominent role in the wider field of professional 
historiography. All three affirm the reality of the past, though none har-
bors any illusions that the past can be known wie es eigentlich gewesen in 
part because only traces of the past have survived but more importantly 
because the past is rarely, if ever, studied for its own sake. Historical re-
search is always motivated by concerns in the present, which influence 
our interpretation and reconstruction of the past. They note that this is 
particularly the case when the past being reconstructed concerns the 
historical figure of Jesus, who has been and continues to be the most in-
fluential figure in the Western world; no one comes to this history with 
pure antiquarian interest. Nonetheless, all three claim the ability of his-
torians to come to genuine knowledge of the past, however difficult and 
limited such research may be. Thus, all three are committed to recon-
structing the past as honestly and carefully as possible and so advocate 
rigorous critical approaches. While they each concede that we will never 
arrive at a single interpretation of the past, they agree that some repre-
sentations of the past are more true to the actuality of the past than oth-
ers. Meier, Crossan, and Wright are all agreed that, whatever its proper 
relationship to Christian theology and faith, historical Jesus research is 
first and foremost a historical discipline. Though they may have other 
interests and commitments, each sees himself as a historian concerned 
with historical questions about Jesus and committed to finding answers 
to those questions by operating with properly historical presuppositions, 
methods, and tools, whatever those may be. 

When one looks at the particular method each advocates, Meier’s 
and Crossan’s show the most similarities despite the fact that Meier is 
more traditional in his conception of the historical task and Crossan 
more postmodern. Their methods are primarily concerned with estab-
lishing a foundation of reliable data comprised of authentic sayings and 

deeds of Jesus. Thus, the initial stages of historical research are devoted 
to determining which sources are reliable and which units of the Jesus 
tradition have a greater claim to authenticity. Accordingly, both Meier 
and Crossan place significant weight upon various criteria of historicity 
(e.g., embarrassment, discontinuity, multiple attestation, and coher-
ence), although Crossan first constructs a database of Jesus tradition us-
ing the hierarchical criteria of stratification and independent attestation. 
Wright’s method, with its focus upon hypothesis and verification and its 
use of the double criterion of similarity and dissimilarity, stands in 
marked contrast to the methods of Meier and Crossan. Meier and Cros-
san’s methods seem designed to highlight and exclude inauthentic mate-
rial even if that involves sacrificing potentially authentic sayings and 
deeds of Jesus. In other words, the burden of proof rests with arguments 
for authenticity. This is illustrated by Meier’s unpapal conclave where 
consensus must be reached and by Crossan’s criterion that any unit with 
only single attestation, even if it occurs in his first stratum, must be 
bracketed out from consideration. Wright’s approach, however, is con-
cerned with retaining as much authentic material as possible even at the 
expense of including inauthentic material. This is exemplified in his as-
sertion that a good hypothesis must include and account for all of the 
relevant data and exhibit a level of simplicity at the same time. For 
Wright, explanations that discard data by constructing elaborate theo-
ries about the creative license of the church may account for all of the 
data, but they fail at simplicity. Likewise the double criterion of similar-
ity and dissimilarity is more useful in establishing authenticity than inau-
thenticity. With Wright’s method, the burden of proof rests with 
arguments for inauthenticity and so yields a maximalist account of Jesus 
in contrast to Meier’s and Crossan’s minimalist accounts.   

When it comes to the crisis of diversity, Meier, Crossan, and Wright 
differ somewhat regarding the exact nature of the diversity and the 
threat it represents. Comparisons reveal that the historical approach 
each scholar advocates directly relates to the way each understands the 
crisis of diversity. Consequently, Meier and Crossan, whose methods ex-
hibit the most similarities, understand the crisis of diversity in similar 
ways whereas Wright, whose method differs from theirs, understands the 
nature of the crisis differently.  
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Both Meier and Crossan are concerned about diversity in terms of 
quantity, that is, the sheer number of different portraits of Jesus on offer. 
For Meier, such diversity indicates that a breakdown in scholarly objec-
tivity has taken place, resulting primarily from scholars not maintaining 
the proper distinction between historical and theological tasks. Histori-
cal Jesus scholars have not exercised an appropriate level of objectivity 
and have allowed personal biases to influence historical judgments. For 
Crossan, who dismisses the possibility of objectivity, the radical diversity 
reflects acute scholarly subjectivity and suggests that historical judg-
ments are being prejudiced by theological commitments. Historical Jesus 
scholars do not possess a common method, which would compel them to 
be more rigorous and honest and render their historical judgments less 
susceptible to personal biases. In response to this situation, the methods 
of Meier and Crossan provide relatively specific, well-defined criteria 
and so regulate how scholars make decisions and evaluate one another’s 
arguments and conclusions. Standardizing historical Jesus research 
would help reduce the number of scholarly judgments needed and help 
make scholars more self-critical, thereby limiting the potential influence 
of subjective factors. By insisting upon the necessity of a shared method, 
Meier and Crossan are insisting that scholars become more accountable 
to their professional colleagues in order to limit the degree of scholarly 
subjectivity and so reduce the diversity that inhibits the progress of his-
torical Jesus research and challenges its credibility.  

Wright’s concern over diversity is not primarily a concern over di-
versity in terms of the quantity of portraits being produced but in terms of 
the types of portraits being produced, particularly portraits of Jesus that 
are essentially non-Jewish. For Wright, the proliferation of non-Jewish 
Jesuses does not so much indicate that scholarly objectivity has broken 
down or that scholars are simply following their own idiosyncratic meth-
ods (though these things are not ruled out) but instead indicates that 
the methods being employed are inherently flawed. Any historical 
method that obliterates or effectively obscures Jesus’ Jewishness cannot 
be a historical method, for Jesus is above all a first-century Palestinian 
Jew. Scholars who produce non-Jewish Jesuses often show a decided 
preference for Jesus’ sayings and have eliminated much of the miracle 
tradition as well as the apocalyptic tradition. These characteristics sug-
gest that historical reconstructions are being motivated by theological 

agendas, like Bultmann’s, that are attempting to render the historical Je-
sus relevant for contemporary faith in a modern world where miracles 
and eschatology are considered by some to be an embarrassment to 
Christianity. Moreover, these scholars typically rely upon various criteria 
of historicity. All of this leads Wright to conclude that a non-Jewish Je-
sus is a clear sign that theological presuppositions are not merely affect-
ing scholarly judgments but predetermining the results, having been 
woven into the very fabric of the methods themselves. Wright therefore 
rejects these methods as hopelessly defective and proposes the process of 
hypothesis-verification as a way to ensure that reconstructions of Jesus 
are historical reconstructions and not primarily theological constructs. 
Since a good hypothesis must account for all aspects of a problem at 
once, a scholar is not allowed to solve one piece of the problem and use 
it as the basis for solving all the other pieces, which is what Wright 
thinks happens in so-called historical approaches that rely upon the cri-
teria of historicity. By largely eliminating the need for criteria of historic-
ity, the process of hypothesis-verification avoids the influence of their 
tacit theological presuppositions, thereby protecting historical Jesus re-
search from the proliferation of theological Jesuses under the guise of the 
historical Jesus. Moreover, the process of hypothesis-verification with its 
fitness criteria helps ensure that historical Jesus research takes place in 
the open atmosphere of public debate and discourse among one’s col-
leagues and further reduces the possibility that theological agendas will 
go unchecked. At the same time, the process of hypothesis-verification 
does not reduce the potential of diversity in terms of quantity to the de-
gree that Meier’s and Crossan’s methods do because it does not work 
with criteria that are as well-defined and specific. Its criteria are generic, 
related to the evaluation of any hypothesis, and so not particular to the 
content of historical Jesus research. In this respect, hypothesis-
verification is better understood as process instead a method. Again this 
shows that Wright’s main concern is not with diversity per se but with 
the diversity of theological Jesuses, which threatens the historical integ-
rity of historical Jesus research. 

In this study, I have examined the writings of Meier, Crossan, and 
Wright in order to compare their perspectives on the nature of history 
and on the role of the historian as historian. This study has shown that 
all three consider the diversity that has characterized the last two dec-
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ades of historical Jesus research to be a threat to the professional credi-
bility of historical Jesus research and that each is concerned with main-
taining the integrity of historical Jesus research as a distinctively 
historical enterprise, despite differing views as to its relationship to the-
ology and Christian faith. While their perspectives differ as to the exact 
nature of the diversity, they agree that the source of diversity is located 
in the subjectivity of individual scholars, whose biases and theological 
agendas have affected how they envision and carry out historical Jesus 
research. Though they agree that scholarly subjectivity is the perpetra-
tor, Meier alone advocates a return to the ideal of objectivity. Crossan 
thinks the ideal of objectivity has been a naked power play and in any 
case unattainable. Wright sees the appeal for objectivity as perpetuating 
the dichotomous Enlightenment empiricism. Nonetheless, whether they 
adopt the rhetoric of objectivity or not, they all acknowledge the need 
for scholars to become more self-aware and self-critical in their work. In-
terestingly, however, none of them, not even Meier, is optimistic that 
scholars can be sufficiently self-critical on their own. Consequently, 
Meier, Crossan, and Wright all emphasize the absolute necessity for pub-
lic discourse and debate. Wright speaks for all three when he says, “We 
can debate in public, if we refuse to do so, we are left with private opin-
ion. The historian is committed to working in public.”140 This same shift 
of emphasis away from the self-constraint of the individual scholar [or 
individual scholars] to the social constraints of the community of schol-
ars has also taken place in the wider field of historiography, even among 
ardent objectivists. 

There is nowadays, among even the firmest supporters 
of the idea of objectivity, a bit less confidence in the 
capacity of historians, no matter how rigorously trained, 
to completely purge themselves of all values; a resulting 
tendency to ground objectivity more in social mecha-
nisms of criticism and evaluation, and less in the quali-
ties of individuals.141 

                                                      
140 Wright, Jesus, 117. 
141 Novick, Noble Dream, 2. 

Though the language of objectivity has largely been set aside, the need 
for disinterested scholarship has remained. The myth of objectivity that 
has shaped and supported the historical profession has not been aban-
doned or replaced, only reconfigured; the ideal of objectivity has not 
been lost but relocated, transferred from the individual to the collective. 
This seems to have been a necessary move, for even if there are scholars 
like Meier who are optimistic about individuals having the ability to at-
tain a reasonably high degree of personal objectivity, no one seems to 
think that a whole profession of individuals or even a significant majority 
would be willing or able to achieve such a goal. The consensus seems to 
be that if historical Jesus research is going to weather the crisis of diver-
sity and possess any credibility and authority as a professional, historical 
discipline, then a reasonable level of objectivity must be achieved and 
maintained. For Meier, Crossan, and Wright, the best hope for scholarly 
objectivity and the stability and authority it provides, resides with the 
community of professionals and its social constraints of a shared method, 
public discourse, and peer criticism. 

This reconfiguration of the myth of objectivity by shifting more re-
sponsibility to the community is not without precedent. In the 1950s, 
objectivity withstood relativist challenges by trivializing these challenges 
through partial incorporation.142 That is, objectivist historians agreed 
with their relativist counterparts that historians have never been purely 
neutral and objective. Yet, instead of abandoning objectivity, they 
stressed the need for historians to be more objective and placed a little 
more emphasis upon public debate and criticism. In today’s postmodern 
climate where there is much less confidence in people’s capacity to be 
objective, a great deal more emphasis has been placed upon public de-
bate and criticism.  

No one should doubt the need for and value of public discourse and 
mutual criticism and evaluation. Historical Jesus research is exceedingly 
complex and shows every sign of becoming more so. There will, there-
fore, be an ever-increasing need for scholars to rely upon the detailed 
work and conclusions of other scholars. Historical Jesus research cannot 
progress without a community of scholars committed to working to-

                                                      
142 Novick, Noble Dream, 16. 
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gether in an arena of public evaluation and criticism. It remains to be 
seen whether such a shift of emphasis away from the objectivity of the 
individual scholar to the social objectivity of the community will achieve 
the desired result of more objective truth. Communities can be as ideo-
logical, biased, and self-serving as individuals, and at times even more so. 
Scholarly consensus does not necessarily provide better access to the 
truth and may supply a false sense of security.  

CONCLUSION 
As we have seen, the idea and ideal of objectivity was the myth 

upon which the historical profession was founded, legitimized, and sus-
tained throughout much of its history. Though largely dependent upon 
the concept of the neutral, unbiased objectivity of the individual, his-
torical objectivity is not a single concept but a network of ideas and ide-
als that support and undergird one another. Historical objectivity and 
the historical profession have existed in an ongoing symbiotic relation-
ship. The historical profession relied upon the myth of objectivity for the 
unity and stability from which it derived its authority. When the unity of 
the historical profession was threatened by diversity, notions of historical 
objectivity were threatened as well. Conversely, when objectivity was 
challenged, the unity of the profession, along with its credibility and au-
thority, was also challenged. Historical Jesus research did not arise out of 
the wider field of historiography but out of the fields of biblical studies 
and theology. Yet, insofar as historical Jesus research has identified itself 
as a historical discipline, it has become heir to the history of the histori-
cal profession and to its myth of historical objectivity. Consequently, the 
radical diversity that characterizes historical Jesus research constitutes a 
crisis because it suggests that historical conclusions are being heavily in-
fluenced by the theological biases, presuppositions, and agendas of its 
practitioners and that historical Jesus research is essentially a theological 
enterprise in disguise. Thus, the emphasis that Meier, Crossan, and 
Wright place upon the community of scholars and the social mecha-
nisms of a shared method, public debate, and peer criticism is an attempt 
to address this crisis of diversity and is fueled by a desire to maintain the 
integrity of historical Jesus research as a historical discipline and its credi-
bility as a professional discipline that has authority to speak about who Je-
sus was. 
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