












































































































































































































































































































with his full consent. And the diadochi, his successors 
to the thrones of the Hellenistic states that emerged 
after his death, followed in his footsteps. 

Implicit in this Hellenistic cult of the god-king 
are certain ideas which in some ways bring it closer to 
Christianity than even the cult of the Messiah. 

Here for the first time salvation was conceived of 
not only as saving one's soul. People began to feel an­
xious not only about the conditions of their earthly 
existence, but also aLout their life hereafter. Would 
they be able, after death, to escape the sufferings con­
nected either with the coming reincarnation of their 
souls or with their punishments in hell for leading an 
impious life on earth? The believers' hope for salvation 
was based on the idea that their saviour-king would rule 
over them in the afterlife just as he did on earth, and 
though most probably they were not always satisfied with 
his rule it was in any event something familiar and there­
fore not so frightening. 

Then there is the image of god the son. Every sa­
viour-king was said to be born of a "real" god, and his 
mission was to mediate between god the father and people. 
Simultaneously, the idea of a woman considered worthy to 
be the mother of god also took shape. And with time the 
manner in which she came to conceive her child was spiri­
tualised: the sexual act was transformed into immaculate 
conception. 

Another idea in Hellenistic religions could have in­
fluenced the formation of the Christian image of the Mes­
siah. And that is the idea of a deity embodied in human 
form. The deity had to traverse the whole path of human 
life on earth and only after death could join other mem­
bers of Pantheon. It should be noted that the honour of 
being a receptacle of the divine essence was conferred on 
members of royal families only. 

The cult of the god-king also became widespread in 
imperial Rome. Beginning with Julius Caesar, the empe­
rors demanded that they be regarded as deities. Indeed, 
long before the empire was established the Romans were 
thought to be ruled by heroes and demigods, if not by gods 
themselves. Some them accomplished feats comparable 
to those later ascribed to Christ in the Gospels. For 
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example, Romulus, one of the founders of Rome, suddenly 
disappeared in the presence of a senator and immediately 
rose to heaven where he could be seen to take his place 
among the gods. Nevertheless, the cult of the god-king 
became well-established only during the imperial epoch. 
Not only Caesar and Augustus, but also Caligula and Clau­
dius, who were half insane, and Tiberius and Nero, who 
were bloodthirsty, and others like them, were c0nsidered 
to be gods. For our subject, however, it is the idea it­
self that is important, and not the concrete forms it 
took. And the idea is that a man becomes god and his mis­
sion is to save people, and therefore his very appearance 
on earth is "good news" (gospel) for all. 

Even the terminology that had been worked out was 
later canonised by Christianity. An inscription (the 
year 9 B.C.) declaring the birthday of Emperor Augustus 
a public holiday reads: "This day has given the whole 
world a new aspect; the world would have been doomed to 
destruction if the happiness of all people did not shine 
in the person of the one born today.... Providence 
which reigns over the world ••• has sent him to us and 
to future generations as the saviour ..•. The birth of 
this god was for the whole world the beginning of good 
news which comes from him; with his birth a new calendar 
should be established. "74 Even if we disregard the eulo­
gy showered on Augustus by fawning courtiers and offici­
als, the fact remains that here the language of prayer 
was used with respect to a human being. Such language 
was soon to be used by Christians with respect to Jesus 
Christ. It may be recalled that in the Gospels Christ is 
referred to as King of the Jews; in other words, the con­
ception of the god-king is present here. 

These examples taken from the history of the cult of 
a saviour-king all have to do with real persons who be­
came deified through religious fantasy. 

Even more frequently the role of the god-king and 
the Messiah was assigned not to living people but to my­
thological personages. In Egypt the Saviour was Serapis, 
also known as Osiris; the Virgin Mother was Isis, who was 
at the same time considered to be the wife of God. In 
Asia Minor the role of the Saviour was played by Attis, 
and that of the Virgin Mother by Cybele. Among the Baby-
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lonians they were Tammuz and Marduk. According to the 
myths, they both died in spring and rose again. Upon 
their death there were elaborate funeral rites accompani­
ed by loud lamentations of crowds of pilgrims. Among the 
Phoenicians the role of the Saviour was played by Adonis, 
and in Tyre by Melkarth. Similar myths and cults were 
known in a number of city-states in Asia Minor. 

Especially widespread was the cult of the Phrygian 
god Attis. It is noteworthy that in A.D. 54 Emperor Clau­
dius included this cult among the official religions of 
the Roman empire, as was reflected in the calendar of 
state holidays. Attis died as a result of intrigues by 
the jealous goddess Cybele and rose again three days 
later. Violent funeral rites began on March 22, followed 
three days later by noisy festivities to mark the resur­
rection of the god. (Incidentally, rites associated with 
this cult resemble the Easter rites of the Christian 
church.) A portrait of Attis was buried in his coffin, 
and then, at the moment when the resurrection of the god 
was supposed to have taken place, the temple became sud­
denly bright with lights and the coffin opened by itself, 
indicating that the god had risen. This was followed by 
tumultuous rejoicing. The myths about Attis and the cults 
connected with him had much in common with the mythologi­
cal and religious festivals associated with Dionysus in 
Greece and with Osiris in Egypt. In the minds of people 
these mythological personages took on features of real 
people who had once lived on earth. 

Opponent: Here is yet another weak point in your ar­
gument. The deification of a living human being was in­
deed widespread in the Graeco-Roman world. But the as­
cribing of human features to a god is a much more complex 
matter. Since this is so, the transformation of Christ 
the god into Jesus the man would probably be the only in­
stance of its kind. It is therefore highly unlikely. 

Author: "Since this is so," you said. But it is not 
so. 

The religious and philosophical trend associated with 
Euhemerus, the Greek philosopher of the 4th-3rd centuries 
B.C.,·is well known. But the rationalistic doctrine that 
came to be called Euhemerism (according to which the ori­
gin of religion lies in the deification of real persons) 
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was not founded by him, it had existed long before him. 
As the French historian Gaston Boissier points out, Euhe­
merus "merely described the doctrine in a treatise which 
was highly readable and became very popular".75 Its main 
idea is that all the gods of Olympus and the Roman Pan­
theon--Jupiter, Saturn, Cadmus, Venus and others--were 
once real people. For example, Cadmus was the cook of a 
Cydonian king; Venus was a sensuous woman who, in order 
not to appear different from other women in Cyprus, where 
she lived, led the entire female population on the island 
from the path of virtue. 

But perhaps Euhemerism was an isolated, little-known 
trend in the Graeco-Roman world? Not at all. As Boissier 
notes, the Roman poet Ennius translated Euhemerus' novel 
and from then on this doctrine became well known among the 
Romans and was apparently completely accepted by them. 
This is seen in the fact that they began to vie with one 
another in attributing human features to their gods. 
There is no lack of factual material on this subject. 
Here is how Boissier characterises the Roman religion of 
the period: "Everything in it assumed an incredibly pre­
cise form. The most improbable fictions seemed not to 
differ from the most authentic narratives."76 Imaginary 
earthly biographies of gods were not only passed on by 
word of mouth, but were also reproduced in great detail 
in literary works. In vividness of detail thes~ earthly 
biographies of the Euhemeristic gods are in no way infe­
rior to the life of Jesus as told in the Gospels. 

In the history of ideology and, in particular, the 
history of literature one can find instances of striking 
similarity between Christianity and the image of Christ, 
on the one hand, and pre-Chr is.tian culture, on the other. 
Indeed, Christian theologians were compelled at times to 
accept certain traditions as Christian, though they un­
questionably predated Christianity and were totally unre­
lated to it. A good example is the 4th eclogue of Buco­
Zics by Virgil, the Roman poet of the first century B.C. 
and famous author of The Aeneid. 

The 4th eclogue of BucoZics foretells the birth of 
a miraculous infant which will mark the replacement of 
an iron age with a golden age. The early Christian church 
all but considered the poem as a Christian work. St. 
Augustine, citing some passages from it, said that they 
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could only refer to Christ: to whom else could such words 
be addressed? In his speech at the Council of Nicaea 
(325) Emperor Constantine cited many lines from Virgil to 
support the idea of the divine nature of Christ. Is it 
possible that Virgil had in mind the founder of Christi­
anity? 

Unless we are to assume that miracles are possible, 
we will have to reject the idea that Christianity played 
any role here at all. Besides, Virgil foretold that the 
birth of the miraculous infant would take place in the 
same year when the eclogue was written. According to the 
Gospels, Christ was born 40 years later. "Such an er­
ror," Boissier remarks drily, "would be inexcusable in a 
prophet. "77 

Virgil is regarded by the Christian Church, if not 
as a prophet, then at least as someone with great fore­
sight. In the Middle Ages he was considered as important 
as Moses, Isaiah, David and other personages who supposed­
ly foretold the birth of Christ. In reality Virgil mere­
ly voiced hopes and ideas widespread in his time. And of 
course, such literary works as the 4th eclogue of his 
BucoZics played a certain role, perhaps even a consider­
able role, in preparing the ideological ground for the 
spread of the doctrine about a new Messiah. 

If the Fathers of the Chruch found that the 4th ec­
logue confronted them with some embarrassing questions, 
it was even more difficult for them to account for the 
many similarities between the stories told in the Gospels 
and in myths dating back to a much earlier period. Some­
how this awkward fact had to be explained, for it essen­
tially discredited the idea that Christianity was unique 
and that its rise owed nothing to other cultural traditi­
ons. Firmicus Maternus, for example, asserted that the 
heathens tried to introduce into their cults elements 
borrowed from Christianity and to substitute their own 
impious and superstitious tales for the truths revealed 
by God. Here Maternus obviously disregarded the fact, 
well-known even in his time, that "heathenism" was much 
older than Christianity. So if there was any borrowing 
it was the other way round. Tertullian attributed to the 
Devil's doing everything that detracted from the belief 
that Christianity alone offered salvation: the Devil, the 
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enemy of the human race, deliberately propagated among 
his followers ideas and views that anticipated Christiani­
ty in order to discredit it. This, of course, cannot be 
refuted, yet no one seriously interested in a scientific 
analysis of the question is likely to accept such an ex­
planation. 

There is another practice in ancient cults which 
could to an even greater extent facilitate acceptance of 
the legend about Christ; the offering by a father of his 
son as a sacrifice to the gods. For instanc~ the Phoenic­
ian god Moloch was propitiated by the sacrifice of child­
ren (children were burned in the hot maw of a copper sta­
tue of the god). In the Old Testament there are many in­
dications that children, especially the first-born, were 
sacrificed and this was practised not only by the neigh­
bours of Judah and Israel but also among the ancient Jews 
themselves. To us this may appear absurd, but in ancient 
times such practice was traditional and was therefore re­
garded as normal and acceptable. We may think it strange 
that God should sacrifice his own son. And what is a 
still more puzzling question, to whom could God offer such 
a sacrifice? But in those days people must have regarded 
it as nothing out of the ordinary, for it was customary 
for the head of a family to resort to such ritual prac­
tice when necessary. 

In a study devoted to this subject, The Suffering 
God in the ReZigions of the Ancient WorZd, Martin Bruck­
ner draws many analogies between ancient Eastern religi­
ons and the Christian legend about Jesus. In both cases, 
"in the centre of worship and the cult was a belief in 
the death and resurrection of a saviour-god who was sub­
ordinated to a supreme god". In some instances the sa­
viour-god was considered to be the son of the supreme 
god. In both cases, "the death and resurrection of god 
had for the believers the significance of salvation". 
The believers thereby derived hopes for their own resur­
rection after death and eternal life. And in many in­
stances the death and resurrection of the saviour-god 
occurred in spring, the resurrection taking place on the 
third or fourth day after the death of the god.78 

These analogies become all the more significant when 
we consider that the cults in question were particularly 
widespread in those localities where early Christian com-
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munities existed. This means that the people of those 
localities were not only historically prepared to accept 
legends connected with Christ; they could also, perhaps, 
create similar myths on their own. 

For the ancient Jews, too, the Eastern cults of a 
saviour who died and rose again were nothing new or un­
usual. There are many indications in the Old Testament 
that the Jews were acquainted with those cults and with 
the myths on which they were basea. The prophet Ezekiel 
spoke of "women weeping for Tammuz" (Ezekiel 8: 14), and 
they did so at a most inappropriate place, at the gates 
of the temple of Solomon. Thus, a heathen cult had pene­
trated the citadel of Judaism. Even King Solomon erred 
when he was led by his foreign wives into worshipping the 
gods of the heathen. Other kings of Judah and Israel, 
too, worshipped heathen gods, as the Old Testament shows. 
So, towards the beginning of the first century the Jews 
were undoubtedly familiar with the myths about these gods, 
specifically, the myths about saviours who died and rose 
again. 

It does not follow from all the above that the Chris­
tian doctrine about Jesus was borrowed directly from an 
earlier religion. That would be an incorrect conclusion. 
The stories and legends in which the image of Jesus is 
revealed represent a whole complex of ideas of a new reli­
gion that was brought forth by life itself, by social, 
historical and other conditions. There are two points 
that should be kept in mind here. First, this new ideolo­
gical complex could have embraced ideas and conceptions 
to which people had long been accustomed. Second, what 
emerged from the religious fantasy of primitive Christian­
ity, which was moving in the same direction, followed the 
paths of long-existing popular beliefs. To one living in 
the second half of the first century the ideas of Messian­
ism, just like the image of a god-king bringing salvation 
to mankind, would not appear strange or extraordinary. 
And when the social and historical situation gave rise to 
the corresponding ideological condition, the Messianic 
hopes of the oppressed and downtrodden found ready-made 
forms which further stimulated their religious fantasy. 
Here a definite role was played by the Old Testament Mes­
sianic doctrine as well as by many other beliefs and no­
tions of the peoples of the ancient Orient and the Graeco­
Roman world. 
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For the creation of a syncretic image of the Messiah 
that would have popular appeal, the religious fantasy of 
the peoples of the Mediterranean during the first centu­
ries of our era had ample material to draw on. Such mate­
rial could be found in pre-Christian beliefs going back 
to ancient times, and above all in Judaism. What was 
needed was the appropriate social and historical conditi­
ons that would push it in that direction. And such condi­
tions were not lacking. 

The social ~nd historical conditions of all the peop­
les of the Roman empire, subjugated by the powerful slave­
owning state, provided fertile soil for the development 
of Messianic ideas and legends. 

The peoples living under the iron yoke of the Roman 
Empire had no hope whatever of freeing themselves by 
earthly means. Following the defeats of national libera­
tion movements and uprisings of slaves, there emerged a 
realisation of the utter futility of armed resistance. 
People could only look to supernatural forces for help. 
During that period Messianic cults sprang up and flourish­
ed throughout the Roman Empire. Owing to a number of 
historical circumstances, of all these cults Judaic Mes­
sia~ism proved to have the broadest appeal among the popu­
lace of the Roman Empire. 

The legend about Christ and the cult connected with 
it were originally one of several variants of Judaic Mes­
sianism. It was not popular among Jews, who were eagerly 
awaiting the coming of a Messiah-warrior promised by the 
prophets, an active and brave messenger of God under whose 
leadership the chosen people would sooner or later achieve 
their aims. But after being transferred to a "foreign" 
environment it quickly won acceptance among the broad 
masses. In the process it underwent significance changes 
so that essentially it ceased to be Judaic. Above all, 
it had to abandon the concept of Israel being God's chosen 
people; it became a cosmpolitan religious doctrine. The 
very motivation for the salvation of mankind by a Messiah 
also had to be mpdified. 

In Judaic Messianism the mission of the Messiah was 
to save the chosen people from the consequences of their 
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ins committed against Yahweh. Among the Gentiles, how­
sver this idea had to be expressed differently. So an-
e ' . . other doctrine emerged, accord~ng to wh~ch people suffer-
ed because of the curse they were under as a consequence 
of the original sin, and that the Messiah would come not 
to reconciliate the Jews and Yahweh, but to atone for the 
sins of Adam and Eve and bring about reconciliation bet­
ween the whole of mankind and a universal God. At the 
same time changes were introduced in the cult to make it 
possible for Gentiles to join the new religion: various 
Judaic laws, including ritual laws relating to food, as 
well as circumc~s~on, were abolished. Thus, the new reli­
gion broke away completely from Judaism. 

As it spread among the peoples of the Roman Empire, 
Christianity came to assimilate many mythological themes, 
religious ideas and rites that had previously existed 
among these peoples. This is seen above all in the image. 
of Jesus as the Messiah, an image that was of Judaic ori­
gin. It became interwoven with elements of the images 
and cults of various local saviour-gods who also suffered, 
died and rose again. As a result, a mixture of many ele­
ments formed the image of Jesus Christ. 

Nevertheless, what is fundamental in this image is 
the Judaic Messiah. This is evidenced by the fact that 
the life of Jesus as told in the Gospels relies heavily 
on Old Testament prophecies about the coming of the Mes­
siah. 

Besides the general idea about the Messiah, many de­
tails in the evangelical narratives are borrowed directly 
from the Old Testament. Thus, Jesus enters Jerusalem 
"sitting upon an ass, and a colt the foal of an ass" (Mat­
thew 21:5). As noted earlier, it is not clear how anyone 
could sit on two animals at once. The source of this 
strange picture is the book of the prophet Zechariah: 
" ••. behold, thy King cometh unto thee: he is just and 
having salvation; lowly, and riding upon an ass, and upon 
a colt the foal of an ass" (Zechariah 9:9). The words 
with which people greeted the "son of David"--"Blessed be 
the King that cometh in the name of the Lord"--almost re­
peat a line from one of the psalms (Psalm 118:26). The 
price of thirty pieces of silver for which Judas betrayed 
Jesus was anticipated in the Book of Zechariah: "So they 
weighed for my price thirty pieces of silver" (11:12). 
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Even the way Judas disposed of this money--he cast down 
the pieces of silver in the temple--is found in the Book 
of Zechariah where it is said that in accordance with 
God's instructions "I took the thirty pieces of silver, 
and cast them to the potter in the house of the Lord" 
(11:13). The words spoken by Jesus at the last supper-­
"Verily I say unto you, that one of you shall betray me" 
(Matthew 26:21)--echo Psalm 41: "yea, mine own familiar 
friend ••. which did eat of my bread, hath lifted up his 
heel against me" (41:9). The description of the cruci­
fixion of Jesus also reminds one of passages in the Old 
Testament. Jesus on the cross was given "vinegar mingled 
with gall" (Matthew 27:34); in Psalm 71 we read: "They 
gave me also gall for my meat; and in my thirst they gave 
me vinegar to drink" (69:21). Jesus~ last words before 
his death are taken directly from Psalm 22: "My God, my 
God, why hast thou foresaken me?" (Matthew 27:46; Psalm 
22:1). Some details in the fantastic picture portrayed 
in The Revelation are also borrowed from the Old Testa­
ment, and especially from the book of the prophet Daniel: 
the beast "with seven heads and ten horns, and upon his 
horns ten crowns, and upon his heads the name of blas­
phemy" and the leopard "and his feet were as the feet of 
a bear and his mouth as the mouth of a lion" (Revelation 
13: 2) . 

These coincidences can also be interpreted in a dif­
ferent way. For churchmen and conservative theologians 
they confirm the wisdom of the Old Testament prophets who 
had foretold what took place several centuries later. 
But a scientific approach excludes such an interpretation. 
Common sense points to another, rather obvious, conclusi­
on. Some documents were written earlier, and others la­
ter, the earlier documents being known to the authors of 
the later ones; and so if there are coincidences between 
the earlier and the later texts it means that the authors 
of the later texts borrowed from the earlier ones. There­
fore, historians and theologians who employ scientific me­
thods are not too far from the truth when they say that 
much use was made of Old Testament texts in creating the 
biography of Jesus Christ as told in the Gospels. For in­
stance, the Protestant theologian Martin Dibelius has 
said that the Old Testament texts "created history", mean­
ing that the story of Jesus was built up on the basis of 
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the Old Testament. Admittedly, this is somewhat exagge­
rated, for the imagination of the authors of the Gospels 
was nourished by many other sour~es besides the Old Tes­
tament. 

Indeed, towards the beginning of the first century 
the ideological and religious system of the Old Testament 
itself was no longer perceived only in its traditional 
and literal sense. From the time of Aristobulus, and par­
ticularly in the writings of Philo of Alexandria, an alle­
gorical significance was ascribed to it. 

Engels, like Bruno Bauer, called Philo the father of 
Christianity. What was Philo's contribution to the forma­
tion of the image of Jesus Christ? 

The basic religious and philosophical tendency of 
Philo's works is Gnostic. According to Gnosticism, God, 
being the supreme deity, has no direct relationship with 
the material world, which is inferior. The link between 
God and the world is maintained through certain interme­
diary forces that are at once physical and spiritual and 
that, in some mysterious way, emanate from God. In these 
"hypostases", "aeons", "ideas" (Plato's terms), which as­
sume physical form accessible to human perception, is ern­
bodied one or another aspect or property of the infinite 
and unfathomable divinity. 

Among the various trends of Gnosticism, aeons or hy­
postases, or Sophia (wisdom) and Logos (word) in Greek, 
are the best-known. The concept of Logos plays an espe­
cially important role in Philo's philosophy. Philo re­
gards Logos as the intermediary between God and the world; 
he characterises Logos as the interpreter of God's intent, 
God's deputy and messenger, the first-born son of God, and 
sometimes God himself or a second God. This conception is 
reflected in John's Gospel which begins with a reference 
to Logos: "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was 
with God, and the Word was God" (John 1 : 1) . 

Logos is not a human being, but some mystical incor­
poreal being. At God's command it becomes incarnated and 
assumes human form. This peculiar quality of the Logos 
made it possible for Gnostic ideas to influence the Mes­
sianic doctrine. Under this influence the Messiah was 
easily transformed from a human being, even one vested 
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with supreme power, into a supernatural being in corporeal 
form. Accordingly, people's expectation of the Messiah's 
appearance also underwent a change. 

Among the cults that contributed to that mixture of 
heterogeneous elements which together make up the image 
of Christ was Judaic Gnosticism. But the conception of 
the Messiah as the Logos could not in itself form the ba­
sis of this image. It was philosophically too subtle and 
abstract to be acceptable from a religious and mythologi­
cal point of view. The religious consciousness of the 
masses needs something figurative and concrete, and not 
metaphysical abstractions. The Gnostic Logos could in­
fluence Christianity only in a form that was more down­
to-earth. Engels pointed out that "the fact that it was 
popularised Philonic notions and not Philo's own work 
that Christianity proceeded from is prov~n by the New 
Testd!llent".79 He noted the "debased, vulgarised form" 
which Gnostic ideas assumed in Christianity. At the same 
time he stressed that in a study of the origins of Christ­
ianity these ideas must be taken into account. 

To Orthodox Judaism the deification of a human being 
was unthinkaDle, for that would be blasphemy from the 
point of view of the Old Testament. To the modernised 
Philonian Judaism of that period, however, it would be the 
deification not of a human being but of something abstract 
which emanates from God and is enclosed in God himself. 
With the help of such reasoning the heathen notions about 
human beings who were at the same time deities and whose 
mission was to save mankind became "ennobled" and made 
acceptable to the Jews to a certain extent. But only to 
a certain extent, and as history shows, to a very small 
extent. For Christianity did not spread among the Jews. 
Christianity had to seek converts among other peoples of 
the Roman Empire, and in this it entirely succeeded. 

Thus, elements of religious and mythological concepts 
that existed among different peoples about a Messiah-sav­
iour "merged" to make up a more or less uniform image of 
Jesus Christ. We say "more or less" because the image 
did not really become a uniform one. Its obvious internal 
contradictions are evidence that it owed its origin to a 
great variety of sources. Nevertheless, something new did 
emerge, and this is the portrait of Jesus Christ as given 
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in the Gospels, which was afterwards canonised in the 
sacred books and dogmas of the Christian religion. 

The image of Jesus Christ, as we have seen, did not 
spring up from nowhere. The g1:ound for it was prepared 
by preceding developments. The same is true of his teach­
ings. The prophecy about the approaching end of the world 
and the call to repentance, the exhortation to forsake 
earthly prosperity in order to save one's soul in the 
kingdom to come, contempt for wealth and the wealthy, love 
for one's near ones and peaceful nonresistance to evil as 
the basis of morals were all attributed to Jesus Christ 
by the Gospels. Yet it was found in religious and social 
movements and doctrines that preceded Christianity. 

In the novel A Reliquia by the Portuguese writer 
E~a de Queiroz, the Rabbi Gamaliel says, referring to 
Christianity: 

"Well, what is there that is new or special? Or do 
you imagine that a Nazoraean rabbi drew these dogmas from 
the bottom of his heart? But our creed is full of these 
dogmas .... Do you want to hear about love, mercy, equal­
ity? Read the book of Jesus, the son of Sidrah .... All 
this was preached by your friend Iokonan [a reference to 
John the Baptist--I.K.], who had ended so sadly in the 
prison of Makeros."80 

Indeed, the moral principles preached by the Rabbi 
Hillel, for example, who lived in the first century, were 
very close in spirit to the Sermon on the Mount. When he 
was asked about the essence of his creed, Hillel replied: 

"What is unpleasant to thyself that do not to thy 
neighbour; this is the whole Law, all else is but its 
exposition." 

But it is not without reason that Gamaliel mentions 
the heathens, though he does so somewhat contemptuously. 
For among the heathens, too, there were clearly formulated 
moral principles which resembled those set forth in the 
Gospels and which date back to an earlier period. We may 
recall in this connection the Roman Stoic philosopher Se­
neca whom Engels for this very reason called the uncle of 
Christianity. This tutor to Nero expounded the moral of 
the parable about the rich man and Lazarus, although Se­
neca himself, a wealthy man, could surely have been the 

161 



rich man in the story. But regardless of the personal 
motives of Seneca, who unquestionably was an outstanding 
example of a hypocrite, his ethical teaching differs lit­
tle from that of the Gospels. Incidentally, hardly any 
of Seneca's followers, either ancient or modern, is much 
inferior to Seneca when it comes to hypocrisy and diver­
gence of words and deeds .... 

To sum up, we see that towards the beginning of our 
era the social thought of different peoples offered enough 
material for the creation of the image of Jesus. This 
material could have been used with the help of religious 
imagination to enrich the image of someone who really 
existed, or a mythological image of such a person could 
have been created. We have considered the first of these 
possibilities in detail. The second, it seems to me, is 
the more probable. 

The most likely place for the rise of the Christian 
legend is not Palestine, but one of the countries of the 
Jewish Diaspora, in particular Egypt or Asia Minor. The 
earliest of the New Testament books, The Revelation, was 
addressed to all seven Christian communities in Asia Mi­
nor. The oldest fragments of the Evangelical manuscripts 
known to scholars were found in Egypt. There is no proof 
that the New Testament books were originally written in 
Hebrew or Aramaic. The only known text is in Greek, and 
the Greek text is replete with Aramaisms and Hebraisms. 
This can only mean that their authors were Jews living 
outside Palestine, within the boundaries of Hellenistic 
culture, and that their command of the language of this 
culture was not so perfect as to prevent their Jewish ori­
gin from being felt. It may be argued that the Greek 
language was sufficiently well known also in Judea at that 
time and so the New Testament books could have been writ­
ten in Greek there. This, however, is a weak argument. 
The written language in Judea at that time was Aramaic, 
not Greek. Besides, these books were obviously intended 
for the ordinary people of Judea who, of course, could 
not read Greek. 

Let us picture to ourselves the ideological climate 
in the cities of the Diaspora at the beginning of our era. 
Its chief element was the anxious waiting for the coming 
of the Messiah, which was linked with hopes of a radical 
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change in the entire existing order and restoration of 
the Judaic kingdom in all its power and glory. The 
hearts of the exiles and emigrants were turned towards 
Judea and Jerusalem where the Messiah, a descendant of 
the house of David, was to appear. And from time to time 
there were rumours from Judea that he had come or was 
about to come. But each time these exciting rumours 
proved to be unfounded. People felt discouraged and be­
trayed. Yet they continued to hope, for they had a 
strong yearning for freedom and prosperity, for deliver­
ance from national and social oppression. Old rumours 
were succeeded by new ones. Some of them proved doubt­
ful or failed to satisfy the ideological requirements of 
the moment and were soon forgotten, while others were 
found more acceptable and took root, attracting more and 
more followers who began to embellish the original legend 
with new elements. In this process of "natural selecti­
on" the legend associated with the name of Jesus Christ 
survived and eventually triumphed. 

What made this legend so attractive? What enabled 
it to put down such strong roots? 

Like all Messianic legends, the Christian legend 
was attractive because it inspired hopes for liberation 
from a seemingly hopeless situation. But it had another 
feature which assured it of a most important advantage: 
it could not be verified by practice. Anyone with Mes­
sianic aspirations would have to prove the legitimacy of 
his claims by real deeds, by military or other kinds of 
victories, by some achievements that would signify ful­
filment of the will of Yahweh who had decided to forgive 
and save his chosen people and bring them glory. And 
when from faraway Judea came news that yet another Mes­
siah had failed in his mission, the end of the legend was 
near. If this legend.were based on an imaginary person, 
it too would inevitably be discredited. As years passed 
there would be less and less rumours about him, and since 
his "activity" had not led to any real results, the le­
gend would die a natural death. The legend about Christ 
had a different fate. 

Its main concept is that the Messiah should not tri­
umph in the real, visible world, but should perish in it. 
The world sunk in the mire of evil would meet its "final 
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reckoning" only in some distant future. People were ac­
customed to waiting for this future: the whole Messianic 
ideology was built on such expectations. But here it 
was more than a matter of waiting. The legend made people 
feel that something had been fulfilled and accomplished, 
while at the same time there was still room for hope. 
The legend was all the more viable since the question of 
whether something had indeed been accomplished could not 
be verified. 

If the Christian legend had originated in Palestine 
and were of a mythical character it could have been ex­
posed. There would be demands for eyewitnesses and par­
ticipants in the events and all "enthusiasts" to be 
brought forth. As for people who lived at the time in 
Jerusalem and other localities where, according to the 
legend, the events took place, they could easily refute 
it; they would simply say that nothing of the kind had 
occurred. But if the events took place in faraway Pales­
tine several decades ago, there was no way of verifying 
them. The Messiah was born (in a miraculous way!); he 
preached and worked wonders; he was persecuted and cruci­
fied, then rose again and went to heaven; how could one 
verify all this if the events took place in a faraway 
place at an unspecified time? As for that which could be 
verified, it would take place only in the future. So one 
could do little except keep one's faith and wait. 

True, here is the Achilles' heel of the legend. The 
second coming of Christ "in all his glory" was promised as 
a momentous event which should occur in the very near fu­
ture, during the lifetime of that generation. The fact 
that it had not taken place could seriously undermine the 
new faith. Between the time when the foundations of the 
Christian legend were laid and the time when it was for­
mulated as a system of dogmas several generations had 
passed. Meanwhile, the second coming had not taken place. 
Very likely a large number of followers of the new doct­
rine fell away as a result. But many--they could be the 
majority, but they could also be a minority--only became 
strengthened in their faith. This was in part made pos­
sible by the kind of arguments that were used: what was 
said was incorrectly interpreted, there was a mistake in 
calculations as regards the date concerned, and the like. 
Such arguments are still used in our time to rescue a 

164 



prophecy that ha~ failed to come.true. As is known, the 
Adventists to th1s very day cont1nue to believe that 
~oomsday is near despite the fact that their calculations 
on the subject have obviously been wrong. So the vulne­
rable point of the Christian legend turns out to be not 
so threatening after all. 

In a sense the legend about a Messiah who was born 
and died in faraway Judea could have originated and 
spread among the Jews living in the Diaspora "out of no­
thing", meaning that it was not based on a real person. 
But once the legend appeared among the Jews of the Dias­
pora it could have spread very quickly among those peopl­
es with whom the Jews were in constant economic and cul­
tural-ideological contact. As Robertson notes, "Jews 
and Gentiles were not mutually isolated, but mingled 
daily in the Mediterranean cities, the poorer Jews propa­
gating their vision of a coming Messiah and in the pro­
cess assimilating it to the poorer Gentiles' dream of a 
redeeming god triumphant over death".81 In the continual 
diffusion of ideas among the peoples of the Hellenistic 
cultural world the legend about Christ won over more and 
more followers with each decade. Meanwhile, it was being 
constantly enriched by what the new followers brought to 
it from their own historical and religious experience. 

Of the two possible variants why do I consider more 
likely the one according to which the Evangelical legend 
does not have a historical kernel in the form of a real 
person? 

The other variant has too many weak points; there is 
too much in it that cannot be explained. It is not mere­
ly a question of the "silence of the century", although 
this of course is of considerable importance. No less 
significant is the fact that the history of the image of 
Jesus reveals a fairly clear picture of an evolution not 
of God from a man, but of a man from God. 

The earlier the date of the composition of a New 
Testament book or document, the more clearly Jesus Christ 
appears in it as a god, as the sacrificial lamb brought· 
to the slaughter to take away our sins forever, as Logos, 
as a supernatural abstract principle, and not as a man 
of flesh and blood with an historically concrete biogra­
phy. And reversely, the later the date of the composi-

165 



tion of the New Testament book or document, the more ele­
ments of an earthly biography of Jesus it contains. Ob­
viously, later generations could not recall what preced­
ing generations did not know. From what depository of 
memories could they draw this information? The only 
source of such information was the people's religious 
imagination which was constantly stimulated by the his­
torical situation and by the social conditions of those 
social and national groups among whom the beliefs and 
myths of primitive Christianity took shape. 

One of the most prominent theorists of the mytholo­
gical school, Arthur Drews, has written: "The non-histo­
ricity of Jesus is as firmly established scientifically 
as the non-historicity of Lucurgus [An early Spartan 
hero--I.K.], Romulus and Remus, the seven Roman kings, 
Horatius Cocles and William Tell. "82 One could agree 
with this, but with one reservation, notably, given avail­
able sources today, and this is all the more so since 
there is serious doubt among scholars that some of the 
personages named by Drews were mythical. One should not 
discount the possibility that some time in the future 
new materials and documents might be discovered which 
would call for a fresh look at the question about Christ. 
True, the possibility is small, for the picture we now 
have is sufficiently clear. 

The view that Jesus Christ did not exist as an ac­
tual historical personality rests on a rich and long­
standing tradition in historical literature. This tradi­
tion can be traced as far back as the first centuries of 
Christianity. In his Dialogue with the Jew Trypho Jus­
tin made his opponent say: 

"You_are following unfounded 
vented a Christ for yourself .••• 
and had lived somewhere, he is at 
known to anyone."83 

rumours, you have in­
Even if he were born 
any rate completely un-

Subsequently many authors have in separate comments 
and remarks expressed doubt about the historicity of 
Christ. But a mythological interpretation of the image 
of Christ appeared as a definite trend only at the end 
of the 18th century. 

In their studies of the history of religion C.F. Vol­
ney and especially Charles Fran~ois Dupuis, participants 
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·n the French bourgeois revolution, expressed the con­
~iction that Christ was a mythical figure and substan­
~iated their view on the basis of what was then known to 
historical science.84 Both authors considered the image 
to be a representation of the Sun god, the concept of 
which was borrowed by Christianity from previous Graeco­
Roman and ancient Oriental religions. 

The next landmark in the development of the mytho­
logical school was the works of the outstanding German 
New Testament scholar, Bruno Bauer (1809-1882). Bauer's 
views on the subject underwent a rather drastic change. 
In his early works he did not doubt the historical exis­
tence of Christ, though even there the groundwork was 
laid for an opposite point of view. Already in the third 
volume of his major work A Critique of the EvangeLicaL 
History of the Synoptics and John's GospeL, Bauer formu­
lated the principles of a mythological interpretation of 
che image of Christ.85 On the basis of a thorough analy­
sis of the Gospels he showed that they were entirely un­
reliable as historical sources. In his many works pub­
lished subsequently Bauer made a similarly painstaking 
analysis of the remaining books of the New Testament, 
which reinforced his conviction that the image of Christ 
was mythical in origin. 

Engels considered Bauer's studies to be highly im­
portant. They showed, Engels wrote, that" ••• almost 
nothing from the whole content of the Gospels turns out 
to be historically provable so that the historical exis­
tence of a Jesus Christ can be questioned".86 As we see, 
Engels did not take a categorical position on the ques­
tion of the historical existence of Christ, which for him 
remained only doubtful. He expressed the hope that fu­
ture discoveries and research would throw more light on 
the subject. 

At the turn of the present century the mythological 
interpretation of the personality of Christ received 
fresh support from scholarly research. In Germany, the 
Netherlands, France, Britain and other countries there 
appeared a large number of works in which various authors 
expounded the mythological approach. 

From the 1870s many researchers in the Netherlands 
unequivocally rejected the view that Christ was a real 
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person. The first of these was A. Hoekstra, who in 1871 
published The ChristoZogy of the CanonicaZ GospeZ of 
St. Mark.87 In it he substantiated the thesis that the 
Gospels are not a historical document but works of symbo­
lic poetry and therefore all the personages in it can be 
considered merely as the product of literary imagination. 
This point of view was thoroughly examined and carried 
further by another Dutch scholar A. Pierson, in The Ser­
mon on the Mount and other Synoptic Fragments, which ap­
peared in 1878.88 An interesting work in terms of con­
ception and manner of presentation is Tough Nuts by 
C. Naber, another representative of the Dutch school.89 
Naber addresses to the orthodox theologians forty questi­
ons relating to the interpretation of Paul's epistles 
and other New Testament books. Naber believed, and quite 
correctly, that those questions would be "tough nuts" for 
the theologians to crack. 

Subsequently, other Dutch scholars contributed to 
the literature on Christology. In many of their works 
they set forth on the basis of a thorough analysis of the 
New Testament books the thesis about the mythical origin 
of the image of Jesus Christ (A.D. Loman, W.C. van Manen 
and G.J. Boland). In 1912 G.A. Berg published a book 
summing up the views and achievements of the Dutch mytho­
logical school, with the title RadicaZ Dutch Critics of 
the New Testament.90 

The same period saw the publication of a series of 
works by British and US supporters of the mythological 
school. From 1900 a number of studies by J. Robertson 
and T. Whitethacker (Britain), W.B. Smith (the United 
States) and others were published. ln his numerous stu­
dies J. Robertson traces the pre-Christian history of the 
image of Ch~ist, showing the genetic links between it and 
the old Hebrew cult of Iegoshua and other cults with 
roots stretching back to ancient times. W.B. Smith shows 
that the image of Jesus first took shape as an image of 
God, and not of man. One of Smith's major works is call­
ed Ecce Deus, 91 in contrast to the Evangelical phrase 
"Ecce Homo". 

At the beginning of the 20th century official Chris­
tian theologians waged a fierce campaign against German 
scholars who upheld the mythological conception. The 
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latter included A. Kalthoff and Samuel Lublinski, follow­
ed by Arthur Drews,92 probably the best-known among them. 
one could say without exaggeration that the name Drews 
almost became synonymous with the mythological school. 
Lenin said that Marxists should establish "an 'alliance' 
with the Drewses",93 referring of course not to a commu­
nity of political and ideological views, for there was no 
such community, but to a common approach to the question 
of the historicity of Christ. 

In his numerous works, the first of which is The 
Myth About Christ (1909), Drews sums up all the previous 
arguments against the historicity of Christ and sets 
forth his own views on the subject. His approach to the 
origins of Christianity involves the hypothesis that Gnos­
ticism had a decisive influence on the rise of the Chris­
tian doctrine and also that this doctrine could be traced 
to astral sources. This hypothesis is not sufficiently 
well-substantiated. But in his criticism of the basic 
"historical" conception of Christ the man, Drews is on 
firm ground, adducing materials and arguments that are 
indisputable. 

Drews' studies evoked a sharp reaction from the 
custodians of official theology. When the free-thinking 
"Union of Monists" held two public discussions in Berlin 
on the question of the historicity or mythical origin of 
Christ, the theologians took it as a challenge and decid­
ed to carry their battle from the pages of the scholarly 
press to the arena of public debate, which took place at 
a circus and a cathedral.94 They failed, however, to 
present any serious arguments against the mythological 
conception. The main point of their argument was that 
Drews was not a theologian and was therefore an amateur 
on matters relating to religion. This argument did not, 
of course, sound very convincing. 

At the beginning of the 20th century supporters of 
the mythological trend also appeared in other countries. 
They included A. Niemoyewski (Poland), P.-L. Couchoud, 
Prosper Alfaric and Edouard Dujardin (France), and Georg 
Brandes (the Netherlands).95 Works of this trend-were 
also known in Russia before the October Revolution of 
1917, although they were not widely circulated owing to 
censorship. When Drews's book The Myth About Chpist, 
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translated into Russian by Nikolai Morozov, a well-known 
revolutionary and a member of the Narodnaya Volya~ was 
published in 1910, the censors had the entire printing 
burned. A. Niemoyewski was jailed for one year for pub­
lishing his books in Russian. 

In Soviet historiography the mythological school 
holds an important place as regards the subject of the 
origins of Christianity. True, the first work on this 
question published after the revolution, in 1918, argued 
in favour of the historicity of Christ. The book, Jesus 
and the EarZy Christian Communes was by Nikolai Nikol­
sky, a well-known and progressive-minded scholar.96 His 
argument, however, was weak and did not really come to 
grips with the main propositions of the mythological 
school. In the same year a book with the title The Rise 
of Christianity by Robert Vipper~ an outstanding histo­
rian of our time, was published.~7 After examining all 
the literature on this subject Vipper came to the conclu­
sion that the conception of Jesus as a concrete histori­
cal personality lacked serious documental proof. Since 
then Soviet historiography has firmly taken a position 
that rejects the historicity of Christ. 

A large project was undertaken to translate and pub­
lish in Russian several works by authors belonging to the 
mythological school. Jesus the God by A. Niemoyewski 
was published in 1920, followed three years later by his 
Philosophy of the Life of Jesus.98 From 1924 several 
books by Arthur Drews were published, including The Myth 
About Christ, his principal work, and Rejection of the 
Historicity of Christ in the Past and at Present,99 which 
is a study of the history of the mythological school. 
Besides these publications, there appeared in Russian 
translated works by P.-L. Couchoud, E. Moutier-Rousset, 
E. Hertlein, G. Brandes, C.F. Volney and others. 100 

Some works by authors belonging to the historical 
school were also published. Jesus versus Christ by Hen­
ri Barbusse101 aroused lively comment in the Soviet press. 
Later, The Origins of Christianity by Archibald Robert­
son, the English specialist in religious history and a 
communist, came out in two editions. In articles that 
accompany the book the Soviet historian S. Kovalev ex­
pressed views opposite to those of Robertson.102 
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Over a period of several years, starting from 1924, 
a multivolume work called Christ by Nikolai Morozov 
was published.103 This is a curious work. In substance, 
Morozov rejects the entire history of antiquity as an in­
vention of the Middle Ages. The Jesus as portrayed in 
the Gospels, according to Morozov, did not exist, but 
there lived a person in the fourth century known as Basi­
lii the Great and it is he who should be identified with 
Jesus Christ. Morozov's thesis is based on a rather rash 
and arbitrary comparison of historical data and astrono­
mical phenomena, which are supposedly symbolised in these 
data and on an equally arbitrary interpretation of the 
meaning of names that appear in historical sources. For 
example, the Greek name Basilii (baziZevs) means "king"; 
the Gospels repeatedly mention Christ as the King of the 
Jews. Morozov regards this coincidence as sufficient 
grounds for identifying Basilii the Great with Christ. 
In his astronomical comparisons Morozov followed to a 
certain extent the arguments of Volney, Dupuis and Niemo­
yewski and to a considerable extent those of Drews and 
the Soviet historian N. Rumyantsev. Incidentally, Rumyan­
tsev dissociated himself from the extreme views of Moro­
zov and took issue with the latter. On the whole Moro­
zov's views were not accepted by Soviet historiography. 

Soviet historians and specialists in religious his­
tory based the mythological interpretation of the image 
of Christ on a careful study of source materials as well 
as on classical writings on the subject by foreign 
authors. In this connection special mention should be 
made of the studies by N. Rumyantsev 1 A. Ranovich, R. 
Vipper, S. Kovalev and Ya. Lentsman.104 In them the my­
thological explanation of Christ is linked with the gene­
ral Marxist conception of the origins of Christianity 
and with an analysis of the social and class roots of this 
religion. Soviet research on this question rests on En­
gels' studies of the history of early Christianity and 
on methodological principles indicated by Lenin. 

It should be noted that of late some Soviet authors 
tend to reject the mythological interpretation. For 
example, in the book Prom the Commune to the Church 
I. Svent&i~skaya regards the historical existence of 
Christ, founder of Christianity, as an established fact 
that does not need verification.105 Sventsitskaya de-
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clares that "archaeological eJCcavations have shown rem­
nants of a settlement" in the area where Nazareth was 
situated in the time of Jesus, but does not say who car­
ried out the excavations or where the results of the ar­
chaeological work are published. Earlier we have consi­
dered passages from the book by Thompson which clearly 
indicate that such remnants have not been found. 

Thus, the main arguments of tqe mythological school 
remain valid. Let us sum up. 

First, historical sources of the first century con­
tain no mention of the personality and activity of Christ, 
even in those instances where, it would seem, the figure 
of Christ and his life could not but attract the attenti­
on of authors of historical, philosophical and publicis­
tic works or be reflected in some official or semi-offi­
cial documents. Second, in early Christian literature 
the image of Christ evolves chronologically according to 
the scheme "from God to man". The earlier the document, 
the less concrete the image of Christ as a man, the sket­
chier his earthly biography and the closer his image to 
that of God. 

Until at least single testimony to the existence of 
Christ is found, a testimony that goes back to the first 
third or not later than the middle of the first century 
and that came from an eyewitness of or a participant in 
the events described in the Gospels or from one directly 
transmitting the testimony of an eyewitness, until then, 
the historicity of Christ remains assertions unsupported 
by facts and resting solely on the Christian tradition 
which took shape at the turn of the second century. As 
for the thesis on the evolution of the image of Christ, 
it not only remains valid but has in recent years acquir­
ed still greater relevance. 

Of the four Gospels, St. John's Gospel was thought 
to be the latest, chronologically speaking. It is probab­
ly the only Gospel that would contradict the above-men­
tioned scheme of evolution since in it the earthly and 
human features of the image of Christ-are less pronounced 
than in the Synoptics. In John's Gospel there is no des­
cription of the birth or childhood of Jesus, the empha­
sis of the entire narrative being on the Word (Logos): 
"In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
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d the word was God" (John 1:1). Now, in view of the 
ant that St. John's Gospel is close to the Qumran docu­
facts in spirit, and also in the light of John Rylands' 
men "d , d"scovery of a papyrus, some authors cons~ er St. John s 
G~spel to be the earliest of the four Gospels. If we 
~cept this hypothesis, the aforesaid objection to the 
~hesis on the evolution of the image of Christ falls 
away. In fact, the thesis may be said to be reinforced. 
For ~n this case John's Gospel fits ·"neatly" into the 
logical scheme of development of the Christian legend 
between the Epistles and the Synoptics, and this can only 
confirm the thesis about the evolution "from God to man". 

Future discoveries may possibly disprove.all the lo­
gical considerations that have so far _supported the mytho­
logical theory. New facts can give rise to "new logic" 
and thus lead to different conclusions from those we have 
reached. But only a person with a biassed and tendenti­
ous approach would proceed from "possible" future disco­
veries while ignoring the indisputable facts we now pos­
sess. 

In the light of the present stage of historiography, 
the problem of the origins of Christianity should be ap­
proached without reference to the personality of Christ 
and his activity, which, from the traditional theological 
viewpoint, is the starting point of the history of Chris­
tianity. What is of interest here is only how the image 
of Christ gradually took shape, how it became historicis­
ed and transformed from the mystical lamb and the Word 
into a real human being with a concrete biography. 

In the evolution of the image of Jesus one can see 
two component parts of the Christian dogma. First, the 
Messiah has already been on earth and will come again 
some time in the future. And second, with all his holi­
ness and divinity the Messiah was a human being with a 
real earthly biography, one who was born in this world 
and died (or at any rate whose existence came to an end). 
Both aspects of this process of historicising found ex­
pression in the New Testament documents of the second 
century, namely, St. Paul's Epistles and the Gospels. 
And if we assume that this process began with the Epist­
les, it seems to be completed in the Gospels. 

In order to understand the process whereby Christ was 
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transformed into a historical personality, it is necessa­
ry to establish the ideological reasons (which are so­
cially conditioned) for the need of such a transformati­
on. Why could not Jesus remain in the imagination of his 
followers a mystical lamb or God who only had to come down 
to earth some time in the future and appear not as a man 
but as a divine being?' 

Owing to historical circumstances such a variant of 
the new religion would be inadequate. The new religion 
was in constant struggle against Judaism. The Christian 
dogma must be seen to contain new elements, and they had 
to go further than the orthodox Judaic expectation of the 
coming of the Messiah. The doctrine that the Messiah had 
already come and had essentially fulfilled his mission 
was a new element that attracted the early Christians. 
It became especially significant at a time when the libe­
ration movements were suppressed by Rome, when hopes for 
the coming of a militant and victorious Messiah were frus­
trated by the most convincing argument, that is, life 
itself. But if the Messiah had already come, then one 
only had to know how it happened, in what way his deeds 
were carried out, what kind of a personality he was, where 
he was born and how he died, and so on. 

The enemies of Christianity demanded more and more 
new arguments that would confirm its truthfulness. If 
the Messiah had come, they said, what did he do, where 
did he live, what did he teach, how and in what circum­
stances did he find himself in the supernatural world? 
The early Christians could ward off these blows only by 
working out a biography of Christ with the help of imagi­
nation. 

A cult was formed, and new rites, which were often 
borrowed from "foreign" religions, emerged and became con­
solidated. In the minds of the Christians, however, their 
explanation or justification had to flow from a new mytho­
logical environment. There arose new etiological myths 
which had to be linked to the personality of Christ and 
become part of his biography. 

The position of the clergy--the institution of pres­
byters and bishops--was growing ever stronger; the forma­
tion of the Christian church was under way. But it was 
not enough that the church had concentrated in its hands 
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conomic and administrative power. It needed ideological e . . 
sanction. It was necessary.to prove that.ChrLst had dLs-
ciples, the apostles who laLd the foundatLon of the 
church and as their sacred duty handed over their authori­
ty to the next generation of church officials. In an 
episode described in Matthew's Gospel, Jesus instructs 
the apostle Peter to build the church and rule over it 
(Matthew 16:18-19). This provides a basis for the claims 
by bishops and presbyters that they were successors to 
Christ, his authoritative representatives. But for such 
sanction to be convincing it must be part of a complete 
biography of Christ. 

The same applies to the ethical system of the new 
religion. The moral principles prescribed by it would com­
mand respect if it could be said that they were taught by 
Christ himself. But the question of when and in what 
circumstances he taught them could only be answered by 
referring to corresponding episodes of his biography. 
This provided an additional stimulus to embellishing the 
biography by the imagination of the followers of Christ­
ianity. 

This, however, does not explain why it had to be the 
biography of a human being and not of God. For it would 
seem that sermons and teachings would be more authorita­
tive if they came from a deity rather than from a human 
being. 

Here the new religion was influenced by what its 
followers brought with them from older faiths and cults. 
In Judaism and the religions of the Hellenistic world 
the divine saviours are often both gods and men, and not 
"pure" gods. According to the Old Testament the Messiah 
must be a descendant of King David and be a king himself; 
in other words, a human being. In another version of 
Judaic Messianism, founded on the fifty-third chapter of 
the Book of Isaiah and other Old Testament sources, the 
Messiah is conceived of as one who suffers and sacri-
ficed himself for the sins of man. Here, too, the Mes­
siah is a human being with his weaknesses and sufferings. 
As is known, in Hellenistic religions the cult of saviours 
Who die and rise again was widespread. Beginning with 
Prometheus, these saviours are both gods and men, heroes 
an~ demigods with carefully elaborated earthly biogra­
PhLes. 
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Faith in Jesus the man made Christianity especial­
ly attractive to people. The humanity of Jesus, his li­
mitations and weaknesses, his capacity for experience, 
for suffering, his defenselessness and in some instances 
his helplessness--all this brought him, both as god and 
man, much closer to those who believed in him than an 
inaccessible, infinitely aloof and perfect God who dwell­
ed in a state of bliss. Believers no doubt felt parti­
cularly drawn to one who was persecuted, who suffered 
and was crucified. To them he was one of their own kind 
and could therefore understand the needs of those who 
suffered and were oppressed. 

Herein lies one of the paradoxical aspects of reli­
gion. Logically speaking, the god who cannot save him­
self from suffering is unlikely to be able to deliver 
mankind from it. But this is a contradiction inherent in 
any religion. The corresponding fantastic ideas took 
shape historically and gradually became crystallised, and 
since people are accustomed to them they are not struck 
by their obvious inconsistency. 

In working out an earthly biography of Jesus Christ, 
the early Christians in the second half of the first cen­
tury drew on various Judaic beliefs and on the mythology 
of all the lands of the Hellenistic world, many of whose 
people joined Christian communes. A big role here was 
played by the cults, widespread in the Mediterranean re­
gion, of a god who suffered, died and rose again. How­
ever, in the religious documents, namely, the books of 
the New Testament, where the biography of Christ is-set 
forth, references are made only to the Old Testament and 
the prophecies it contains. 

The basic material with which the early Christians 
built up a biography of Jesus the man was borrowed from 
the Old Testament. This trend of biographical myth-making 
can be seen in Paul's Epistles (Gal. 3:8; 1 Cor. 15:4~. 

This trend is more consistently followed in the Gos­
pels. Jesus was that Judaic king from the house of David 
whom Yahweh had repeatedly "promised" his people through 
the prophets (Isaiah 11:4; Dan. 7:13-14). He was born in 
Bethlehem (see Micah 5:2); and so the Evangelists made his 
parents undertake a strange journey from Nazareth to Beth­
lehem where a census was being taken. And Nazareth was 
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needed in order to justify calling the Messiah a "Naza-
"te" (Judges 13:5, 16:17; Amos 2:11). Here, however, 

~~e Evangelists apparently failed to understand that the 
word "Nazarite" is not etymologically derived from the 
name of the city Nazareth. In the biography of Jesus as 
given in the Gospels we find a number of references and 
allusions to passages in the Old Testament, including 
some which sound somewhat odd. Thus, Jesus rode on two 
asses as he entered Jerusalem, a parallel to a passage 
in the Book of Zechariah (9:9); Roman soldiers quoted the 
Old Testament when they tore the coat of Jesus and divid­
ed it (Psalm 22:18; John 19:24), and so on. 

Paul's Epistles were of such great importance in the 
shaping of the Christian dogma that, according to some 
Protestant historians, it is Paul, and not Christ, that 
was the founder of Christianity. There is much truth ~n 
this. For it is impossible, on the basis of Christ's ser­
mons, aphorisms and parables, to construct the dogmas 
that became the foundation of the Christian faith and of 
all subsequent Christian theological elaborations. But 
it is possible to derive such basic principles from Paul's 
Epistles. 

According to one of these principles, Christ appear­
ed in the world in order to decide the fate not only of 
the Jewish people but of all mankind. As Christianity 
came to acquire a universal character in the first half 
of the second century, it was necessary to change its 
main dogmatic postulate. This meant a break with the doc­
trine of the exclusiveness of the "chosen people" and 
with the nationalist~c Judaic doctrine of the Messiah. 
And if the Messiah would come in order to save the whole 
of mankind from suffering, a new explanation of the caus­
es of the suffering was called for. It could no longer 
be a matter of the Jews committing sins against their God 
Yahweh and of their worship of "other people's gods". It 
Would have to do with a universal factors of significance 
to all mankind. The most important of these factors was 
the Old Testament myth about the Fall of Adam. It is to 
atone for Adam's disobedience that the son of God must 
die on the cross (Roman 5:12-19). It is difficult to des­
cribe the underlying conception of this basic principle 
0~ Christia~ity in any logical way. From the point of 
v~ew of common sense everything here is illogical, start-
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ing with the Fall of Adam and Eve and ending with its 
atonement. Nevertheless, this conception was formulated 
and affirmed in Paul's Epistles in the second century 
and has remained a basic Christian conception ever since. 

There is a vast literature devoted to the authenti­
city of Paul's Epistles and the historicity of Paul. The 
most radical wing of the mythological school considers 
Paul as well as Christ and all the other apostles to be 
mythological figures. In our opinion, this conclusion is 
not well-grounded. The number "twelve" undoubtedly had 
symbolic significance. It is found in many ancient reli­
gions, especially Judaism. We may recall the twelve sons 
of Jacob and the twelve tribes of the Israelites. How­
ever, one fact is not in doubt: an important role in the 
propagation of Christianity in those days was played by 
migrant preachers who travelled throughout the Mediterra­
nean region, sought converts and formed communes. Whether 
among them there were persons with "those very names" or 
whether the names were later attributed to them to lend 
them authority is of no major importance. Where there is 
no direct evidence against the authenticity of a particu­
lar name; there are no grounds for not accepting it. As 
for Paul, he probably has a better claim to historicity 
than any of the other apostles. 

With respect to the other~ the fact that they are 
given the role of companions and collaborators of Christ 
in the Gospels may well make us doubt whether they had a 
real existence. In considering Christ to be a mythical 
personality we are to some extent considering his compa­
nions to be mythical personalities as well. In the case 
of Paul, matters stand somewhat differently. Paul "saw 
and heard" Christ only in an ecstatic state, which could 
mean that he was in a state of hallucination. The per­
sonality and activity of Paul at crucial stages of his 
life seem quite plausible. There are no grounds for 
doubting the existence of someone who lived and preached 
at the end of the first century and during the first de­
cades of the second century, that he was a fanatic and, 
at the same time, a talented adherent of the new religion 
and had not only organised religious communes throughout 
a large region in the Mediterranean but had also systema­
tised its dogmas. His name could be Paul, or Saul in 
Hebrew. But this does not mean that all the episodes in 
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. biography as described in the Acts and the Epistles 
blS • • • . "b bistor1cally authent1c. Nor 1t 1mposs1 le that Paul 
ar: tbe author of the epistles which he addressed to 
~~ristian communes and their leaders. 
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Ill. CHRISTOLOGY IN MODERN THEOLOGICAL 
AND HISTORICAL LITERATURE 

"The Collapse of an Image" 

Most modern authors writing on the subject will 
admit, some more readily than others, that all attempts 
to reconstruct a historical image of Christ have failed. 
It has become quite usual for theologians, whose piety 
is beyond doubt, to speak about the collapse of the image 
of Christ. 

Albert Schweitzer, better known as a humanist and 
public figure than a theologian, though highly respected 
in the field of theology, sums up the attempts to build 
an image and a biography of Christ as follows: "There is 
nothing more negative than the results of the research 
into the life of Jesus."1 As noted in the preceding chap­
ter, Schweitzer's position on the historicity of Jesus 
is somewhat puzzling. Still, it is Schweitzer who makes 
this rather categorical statement: 

"The Jesus of Nazareth who appeared as the Messiah, 
preached the morals of the Kingdom of God, established 
a heavenly kingdom on earth and died in order to sancti­
fy his deeds--this Jesus never existed. It is an image 
discarded by rationalism, resurrected by liberalism and 
altered by modern theology 'by means of historical studi-
es." 

Schweitzer goes so far as to say that "the historic­
al foundation of Christianity no longer exists".2 True, 
he makes it clear that he is not saying that Christianity 
in general is without any historical foundation, only 
that this foundation is not to be sought in the image of 
Jesus Christ. 

What has caused the collapse of this image? The 
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malice of the enemies and cr1t1cs of Christianity? No, 
says Schweitzer, " ••• this image is not destroyed from 
without, but crumbled by itself, shaken and split by fac­
tual historical problems that have come up ••. in spite 
of all the tricks, art, artifice and forced interpretati­
on resorted to in the last one hundred and thirty years".3 

Schweitzer wrote this in the early part of the 1900s, 
and so the 130-year period he referred to goes back to the 
second half of the 18th century. In those years litera­
ture and social thought were very much dominated by French 
philosophers, German rationalists and English deists, 
whose views were sharply opposed by the Church and by 
theologians. Today the situation is different: even the 
most ardent defenders of the Christian dogma have to admit 
that it is futile to try and construct a historically 
authentic image of Christ. 

The fact is that the main source materials on which 
such an image can be built, namely, the Gospels, are un­
reliable. The Protestant theologian Ernst Barnikol has 
made a study of the passages from the Gospels which most 
scholars regard as inauthentic and as later additions. 
He finds twenty-six such passages in John's Gospel and 
concludes that "almost the entire non-Synoptic part" of 
this Gospel is "unhistorical". But even in the Synoptic 
Gospels Barnikol counts forty "unhistorical" passages.4 
The magazine Der Spiegel has given a selection of the 
sayings and aphorisms of Jesus found in the Gospels which 
most Lutheran theologians consider inauthentic. There 
are at least fifteen of them, and they include some that 
are of fundamental importance: "Give not that which is 
holy unto the dogs .•. " (Mat. 7:6); "Therefo~e all things 
whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even 
to them ••• " (Mat. 7:12); "For whosoever exalteth himself 
shall be abased .•• " (Luke 14: 11), and even the passage 
on the basis of which the Catholic Church lays claim to 
supremacy in the Christian world: " ••• thou art Peter, 
and upon this rock I will build my church ••• " (Mat. 
17:18). 

The Gospel accounts of certain stages in the life of 
Jesus, especially the story about his death, are also re­
jected as inauthentic. For example, according to the 
Catholic theologian Carl Schelke, "the story about the 
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last days of Jesus is a residue which cannot be dissolved 
by historical and theological interpretation, a fact which 
is not disputed even by conservative theologians".S 

Thus, it is somewhat amusing to read in theological 
works references to recent "discoveries" which confront 
theQlogy with complex new problems. For instance, Hans 
Conzelman has established that "what the Gospels tell us 
about the trial of Jesus is not authentic". Hans-Werner 
Bartsch concludes that the description of the interroga­
tion of Jesus is a "most powerful, novelised scene", in 
short, excellent fiction. Joseph Geiselmann finds that 
the trial of Jesus is a complete misunderstanding. Mar­
tin Dibelius and Hans Freiherr have "established the le­
gendary nature of the immaculate conception".6 What is 
presented here as an achievement of theological thought 
has in fact been discussed in great detail and on a sound 
scientific basis by David Strauss and Bruno Bauer and 
thoroughly studied and analysed by scholars of the mytho­
logical school--D. Robertson, A. Kalthoff, A. Drews, 
A. Niemoyewski and others--at the end of the 19th and the 
beginning of the 20th century. 

It is hard to believe that prominent Christian theo­
logians today can be ignorant of the great amount of his­
torical research that has been done on the New Testament 
and of its findings. Apparently they prefer to appear as 
pioneers whose discoveries call for a reappraisal of va­
lues. For otherwise it would seem that Christian theolo­
gians have up to now concealed from believers important 
results of scientific investigations. In the end, how­
ever, facts that are highly unpleasant and, from the point 
of view of the Church, "tempting", have to be acknowledg­
ed. 

One can find many statements by theologians to the 
effect that we know in fac't nothing about Jesus. The 
authors of such statements usually take the position that 
the founder of Christianity was a real person but that 
nothing definite can be said about him. Back in 1910, at 
the World Congress of Free Christianity and Religious 
Progress, Wilhelm Bousset, while maintaining that Christ 
had a historical existence and that the mythological 
theory was "utopian and disproved by scientific facts", 
said: 
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"What we know about his life in logical sequence is 
so little that it can be written on a single sheet of pa­
per. Jesus's sermons and the Gospels are at times a 
tangle of tradition of the community and possibly authen­
tic words of the teacher."7 

Similar views on the subject were held by the German 
theologian and Biblical scholar W. Brandt who, like Bous­
set, upheld the historicity of Christ. Commenting on 
Brandt's views Arthur Drews wrote: 

"There is no reliable information whatever about the 
life of Jesus besides the fact of his death and resurrec­
tion. Brandt shows that the story about the sufferings 
of Jesus is made up of elements borrowed from the Old 
Testament and from mythology."8 

The prominent author Rudolf Bultmann, whose general 
conception was condemned by the Lutheran Church in 1952, 
says emphatically that we know practically nothing about 
the life and personality of Jesus Christ and that we can­
not know with any certainty whether any of the sayings 
attributed to him were indeed his.9 A statement like this 
can of course be dismissed as being untypical of modern 
theology as a whole, for after all its author is regarded 
as a heretical thinker. However, a similar point of view 
is expressed in a semi-official public~tion of the Evan­
gelical Church, the encyclopaedia Die Religion in Gesahi­
ahte und Gegenwart (Religion in History and in Modern 
Life). 

The stages of the biography of Jesus are seen here 
as a result of literary editing or reworking of the Gos­
pels. The conclusion is therefore drawn that it is no 
longer possible to establish the sequence of events in 
the life of Jesu~, to write his biography and depict his 
image. The passage quoted below briefly sums up the view 
of the formal-historical school, but on the whole the 
author of the article (from which the quotation is taken) 
does not dissociate himself from this view: "Thus, a 
greater part of the tradition cannot be used for estab­
lishing precisely particular moments in Jesus' life. 
We no longer know the sequence of events, and, moreover, 
cannot reconstruct their external and internal develop­
ment. Not only the Gospels as a whole, but also separate 
elements of the tradition are a religious document. They 
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are therefore of no interest for a 'portrait' of Jesus. 
Nothing is known about the external appearance of Jesus, 
or about his character as a man, about his habits and de­
tails of his everyday life. Such is the nature of the 
tradition, and when this is acknowledged, much of the 
psychological and biographical significance of a greater 
part of the material is lost. This is especially true of 
the epiphanies [Episodes about the "manifestation" of 
Christ--I.K.] which tell us nothing about the inner 
state of Jesus. They are sketched in accordance with the 
faith of the community, with the post-Easter perspective 
[According to the Christian tradition the crucifixion of 
Christ took place during the Jewish Passover holidays-­
I.K.]. The same applies to the prophecies about Jesus' 
sufferings. They do not throw light on the situation. 
They are rather dogmatic statements about inevitable suf­
ferings as was imagined by the community after Jesus' 
death."10 

This passage sums up the view of the theologians of 
the formal-historical school, whose outstanding represen­
tatives are K. Schmidt, M. Dibelius and Rudolf Bultmann. 
The Protestant encyclopaedia does not repudiate this view, 
though it tries to play down somewhat its significance by 
seeking out some "reliable points of rest". These 
"points" are found in the narratives in the Gospels that 
are not part of Judaistic thought or of the faith of the 
community that emerged later. These "points", however, 
must be regarded as rather weak, and the balance as unre­
liable. 

Paul Althaus, a strong defender of the historicity 
of Jesus, rather doubts the historical authenticity of 
the source materials for Christological studies. For in­
stance, he finds in John's Gospel only "theological medi­
tations" in tbe Gnostic style. The sayings of Jesus cit­
ed by John are in fact not Jesus' own words (verba ipsis­
sima), but a "response of the faith" to certain circum­
stances in the life of Jesus the God-and-man, and these 
circumstances are also unknown to us. Even in the Synop~ 
tic Gospels not everything is historically authentic. 
The information they give, says Althaus, citing Bornkamm 
(a follower of Bultmann), "derives from dogma or is at 
least interwoven with dogma". And in general, "the tra­
dition of the four Gospels confronts us with difficult 
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problems and even with the question of whether Jesus of 
Nazareth lived at all". 11 

Theologians must somehow solve these problems. The 
main difficulty for them is that they cannot solve them 
by acknowledging straightforwardly that Christ is a mythi­
cal figure, as this would undermine the Christian dogma. 

Commenting on the rejection by Bultmann's followers 
and other modernists of such episodes in the life of Je­
sus as his death and resurrection, the conservative 
leader of the Lutheran Church Walter Kunneth writes: 

"We ask a simple question: what is in fact left of 
Easter? From the point of view of these existentialist 
theologians, absolutely nothing is left. Absolutely no­
thing!" 

Kiinneth insists that "the resurrection of Christ is 
the foundation of Christianity, on which everything, all 
reality rests". 12 Thus, a dilemma arises: "Either reject­
ion of Christ's resurrection, which means the end of 
Christian theology, the end of the Christian Church, or 
an acknowledgement of it." If Christ's resurrection is 
in doubt, the very existence of Jesus Christ is called in­
to question. With regard to the modernist interpretation 
of Christology E. Heitsch says: "If this is legitimate 
from the point of view of Christian theology, there is no 
basis whatever for Christians to remain Christians."13 
Those who wish to remain Christians would have to uphold 
the historicity of Christ and the whole biography of Je­
sus as told in the Gospels, including Christ's resurrect­
ion and ascension. E. Barnikol sums up the point of view 
of conservative Protestantism on this question as fol­
lows: "Without a 'life of Jesus', there is no 'Jesus'", 
and without 'Jesus-', there is no 'Christianity' or 'Chris­
tian piety' (Christlichkeit) ."14 Thus, the problems of 
Christian faith should be solved on the basis of a tho­
rough knowledge of the sources of scientific criticism, 
both positive and negative, on the subject, while at the 
same time Christian piety must be preserved which rests 
on a firm belief that Christ lived and it is possible to 
compile his authentic biography. 
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Keeping One's Faith by All Means! 

Conservative theologians and churchmen insist that 
Christians should believe not only in the historicity of 
Jesus but also in the immaculate conception and in the 
miracles Jesus performed--healing the sick and raising 
the dead to life, his own resurrection and ascension. In 
their view, no one can be called a Christian who does not 
believ'e in the "empty sepulcher" (the "sepulcher of the 
Lord" which became empty after the ascension of Christ). 

Supporters of Christian orthoJoxy in the Federal 
Republic of Germany have launched a movement against any 
concessions to modernism on the question of Christ, in­
cluding his historicity and the supernatural phenomena 
connected with his birth, life and death. The movement 
is called "No Other Gospel!" ("Kein anderes Evangelium! "). 
Its members include the clergy and theologians as well 
as laymen. It holds mass meetings at which speakers de­
nounce the followers of Bultmann and others whom they 
call the partisans of atheism. By mobilising the igno­
rant and fanatic elements of the "community" the movement 
seeks to put pressure on the Church leadership and prevent 
it from making concessions to the "new trends" in Christo­
logy. As for the Church leadership, they have to resort 
to manoeuvring. On the one hand, they must not do any­
thing that would offend conservative church-goers and 
churchmen themselves, while on the other, they cannot ig­
nore scientific criticism of the Gospel narratives. The 
situation they have to deal with is a complicated one ~n­
deed. 

The conservative trend in Christology is still 
stronger among Catholics. About one hundred years ago 
the First Vatican Oecumenical Council of the Roman Catho­
lic Church (1869-1870) reaffirmed in emphatic terms the 
inseparable link between Catholicism and a belief in the 
historicity of Jesus and in all the miracles he perform­
ed. The miracles, the Council resolution said, should be 
considered to be fully authentic and in conformity with 
the understanding of the signs of divine revelation. 
Under threat of excommunication the Council forbade anyone 
to interpret the miracles as "legends and myths". At the 
beginning of the 20th century the Vatican strongly con­
demned modernism as heresy whose dissemination would 
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inevitably be the ruination of the Christian. The found­
ers of modernism and its theoreticians headed by Alfred 
Loisy were excommunicated. Actually the modernists only 
refused to believe in the miracles associated with Jesus, 
but not in the historical existence of Christianity's 
founder himself. Modernism is still being condemned by 
the Catholic Church which, from time to time, expresses 
its displeasure couched in pious formulas. 

At the Second Vatican Council (1962-1966) opinion 
was not as undividedly conservative as it was at the First 
Vatican Council. Large and influenti~l groups of senior 
members of the clergy adopted a more flexible position. 
But the conservative wing headed by Cardinal Alfredo Ot­
taviani took a hard line on the basic question of faith, 
in particular, on the quest'ion of Christology. 

After the Council the conservative wing·continued 
its battle against its opponents. It strongly criticised 
a Catholic catechism published in Holland in 1966 which 
clearly showed modernist leanings. In fact the bishops 
of Holland, with whose blessing the catechism was publish­
ed, were rather cautious with regard to the legends asso­
ciated with Jesus as told in the Gospels. In a pastoral 
letter they called on all Christians to exercise maximum 
caution in carrying out theological investigations and in 
preaching. After stating somewhat vaguely that some 
changes in interpreting a number of problems relating to 
the Christian faith are inevitable, they warned the mo­
dernists not to hasten to accept scientific criticism and 
thus rock the foundations of the Christian faith. The 
bishops noted that faith in the Church must be streng­
thened, above all with regard to questions of dogma. As 
for themselves, they believe in the divine nature of 
Christ, the immaculate conception and Christ's resurrecti­
on. In short, the point is again about faith in Christ 
the man-and-God and all the supernatural deeds attribut­
ed to him by the New Testament. 

This position is insisted on with particular vehe­
mence by Cardinal Ottaviani. As head of the Congregation 
of the Propagation of Faith he sent, in July 1966, a pas­
toral letter to the bishops and other Church officials in 
which he listed ten points calling for condemnation. One 
of them is aimed against those who hold that Christ was 
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a mere man who only gradually became aware of his being 
the Son of God. According to the cardinal, the immacu­
late conception, the miracles, and even Christ's resurrec­
tion are all strictly natural events. He would not even 
concede that at one period of his life Christ existed as 
a mere man. For Cardinal Ottaviani, of course, there is 
no place at all for scientific research into the subject. 

In these circumstances is such research necessary 
and is it possible to conduct it? The zealous guardians 
of the traditional view realise that they cannot prohibit 
it altogether. All they can do is to indicate its limits 
so that the faith itself will not be put into jeopardy. 

For instance, the French historian Jacques Colin made 
a study of the trial of Jesus Christ. Drawing a number 
of historical and ethnographical parallels he shows that 
some details about this trial, which have aroused contro­
versy, can in fact be considered as probable. These in­
clude the participation of crowds in deciding the fate of 
Jesus and the role played by Herod Antipas, the Roman te­
trarch of Galilee, in the conviction of Jesua. Well, 
such research certainly does no harm to faith. On the 
contrary, properly used it can only strengthen it. 

Even more desirable from the point of view of the 
Church is the type of work done by the German Catholic 
theologian Uta Ranke-Heinemann, lecturer on religion and 
methods of Catholic education at the Teachers' College in 
the city of Neuss. Its purpose is to show that Christ's 
mother remained a virgin to the end of her life. But how 
can this be reconP-iled with the fact that the New Testa­
ment refers seven times to Jesus' brothers and once to a 
sister? This has been a subject of much theological con• 
troversy. One explanation is that Jesus' brothers and 
sisters were Joseph's children by previous marriage. 
Ranke-Heinemann, however, finds an ingenious way of deal­
ing with this question. 

In St. Mark's Gospel the names of Jesus' brothers 
are said to be James, Joses, Judas and Simon. But in an­
other passage in Mark and also in several other Gospel 
narratives the mother of James and Joses is called "an­
other Mary". In one of these narratives the father of 
James is said to be Alpheus, not Joseph. And nowhere in 
the New Testament is there any mention of the "children 
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of Mary and Joseph". Moreover, just before his death 
Jesus entrusted his mother to the care of John. This 
would have been strange if Mary had other sons besides 
Jesus. But how is one to understand the following pas­
sage from Luke: "And she brought forth her firstborn 
son ••• ?"15 The answer is that this is an incorrect tran­
slation by the Protestants; the Lutherans, being heretics, 
were capable of anything. Instead of the "firstborn son" 
it should read the "firstling"; Jesus could be called a 
"firstling" whether or not Mary bore other children be­
sides Jesus. An excellent subject for research indeed. 
And especially since it can distract attention from more 
important problems relating to the person of Christ. 

But no matter how deep-seated is the tendency to dis­
miss outright any doubt on the subject, no matter how 
strongly conservative churchmen and theologians insist 
on the necessity of blind faith, there is an ever increas­
ing desire among theologians to reconcile somehow a be­
lief in Christ with the findings of historical research. 
Let us consider the works of other authors and see how 
well they succeed in coming to grips with the difficult 
situation facing them. 

Some of them resort to fairly usual methods of histo­
rical argument. Thus, in an attempt to put an end to the 
crisis of Christological theory, they adduce arguments in 
favour of the historicity of Christ. 

The first of these arguments is that the Gospels, 
regardless of the degree of historical authenticity of the 
information they provide, do create an atmosphere of Pa­
lestine of that period. One can feel, so to speak, the 
breath of real life and this is something that cannot be 
invented. There is nothing new about this argument, of 
course. We have considered it at some length in the 
preceding chapter. Such an approach is obviously subjec­
tive. 

In the Gospels and Sayings there are several passag­
es which contradict the views of the later, "Pauline" 
church. According to some theologians, one should con­
sider the former to be based on the actual life of Jesus. 
These are passages from the Gospels which cast a shadow 
on the personality of Christ, whether considered as a 
mere man or as God. Thus, in Nazareth Jesus the man-and-
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God failed to perform any miracles. Jesus hid from his 
enemies in Bethany and other places. He seems to show 
cowardice on the cross. Some of the sayings of the foun­
der of Christianity do not appear to be particularly im­
pressive. He says, for example, "Give not that which is 
holy unto the dogs, neither cast ye your pearls before 
swine" (Mat. 7:6), implying that all Gentiles are dogs. 
In another passage he says, "Why callest me good? there 
is none good but one, that is God" (Mat. 19:17). In the 
opinion of some theologians, these passages show that the 
oldest parts of the New Testament contain a historical 
kernel which can be revealed if the later additions are 
removed. This argument, too, does not seem to us to hold 
water. All that these older texts tell us is that the 
conception of the personality of Christ underwent a cer­
tain evolution. But that does not mean that the initial 
stage of this evolution was related to first-hand impres­
sions and recollections about a real person. 

There is another point of view according to which 
even if we are dealing with legends here, legends are also 
source materials for historical research. This is true 
enough, but we cannot, on this basis, conclude that Christ 
was a real person or depict an image of Christ by using 
the Gospel narratives. In some instances a legend provid­
es material for forming a conception precisely of that 
epoch in which it emerged and of the social milieu that 
created it. And this is exactly what we have in this 
case. 

And lastly, it is argued that the Gospel narratives 
are historically authentic because they provide a chrono­
logical framework for a life of Jesus. There are at 
least three facts which may serve as major reference 
points: the baptism of Jesus by John, the beginning of 
Jesus' ministry in Galilee, and his death in Jerusalem. 
This "argument" hardly calls for refutation since any le­
gend can be placed within a chronological framework with­
out there being the least ground for considering this 
framework to be a historically authentic one. 

Of interest in this connection is the book The Death 
of Jesus by J. Carmichael, published in 1963. Carmichael 
notes that many elements of the legend as told in the 
Gospels contradict the Christian tradition that took shape 
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subsequently, and it is these elements that should be re­
garded as historically trustworthy. One should, however, 
approach these elements with caution, for after Jesus' 
death a whole generation was to pass before the Gospels 
were written. Carmichael does not merely state in a gene­
ral way that different parts of the legend emerged at dif­
ferent times, but· distinguishes five stages marking the 
rise of the Christ legend which, in his opinion, reflect 
the different stages whereby Jesus was gradually trans­
formed in the minds of his followers. 

At the first stage Jesus was born in a natural way 
into a poor family in Galilee. Then his person was eleva­
ted and associated with Messianic missions. At the third 
stage Jesus was said to be of royal lineage. At the 
fourth stage his birth was thought to be of a supernatu­
ral character and Christ almost became a 'deity. Only at 
the last, fifth stage, of its evolution did the image of 
Christ come to acquire all the features of God. Carmi­
chael notes two different interpretations of this divine 
image, one found in the Gospel of John and another in the 
Epistles of Paul. 

It is an attractive thesis, one with a logic of its 
own. The only trouble is that the logic here is not back­
ed up with sufficiently sound historical analysis. Let 
us assume that the evolution of the image of Christ pro­
ceeded precisely in the manner described and that the Gos­
pels gradually came to include texts corresponding to the 
five stages indicated above. But we can equally assume 
that the evolution took place in the opposite direction. 
The historical approach seeks to establish not what might 
have occurred, but what actually did occur. 

To some exten~ Carmichael's conception is in line 
with the views of the well-known German Protestant theolo­
gian Helmut Thielike. In his book Ieh GZaube (I Believe), 
published in 1965, Thielike also notes_ the large number 
of contradictions and divergencies in the New Testament 
books but maintains that they are evidence, not of the un­
reliability of the books as historical sources, but, on 
the contrary, of the trustworthiness of the information 
they provide about Jesus. Different people have different 
perceptions of one and the same thing. "One person, when 
he gets a slap in the face, for example, has a buzzing in 
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his ears, he sees stars.... Another in the same situati­
on hears a rustling sound, a third--the sound of bells; 
one person sees sparks, another--a rainbow."16 The real 
cause of these different impressions is, however, the 
same and it is something real. Similarly there is a real, 
historical nucleus in the contradictory information about 
Jesus which we find in the Gospels. But how can we get 
to the essence of a phenomenon about which the sources 
tell us different things? Apparently all that can be 
said is that something took place, but what exactly no 
one knows. Such an approach by a theologian to the main 
sources of the Christian dogma, no matter how good his 
intentions are, cuts the ground from under the Church dog­
ma concerning the Scriptures. Indeed, one of their 
authors heard bells, another saw sparks •••• 

Besides scholarly research, Thielike takes an active 
part in propaganda work. He delivered a series of lectu­
res in a hall in one of the largest stadiums in Federal 
Germany, and, as reported by the Catholic journal Herder 
Korrespondenz, was able to expound his views in such a 
way that they were understood by all. For a contemporary 
theologian, this is an achievement indeed. In theologic­
al literature one often comes across complaints that theo­
logical ideas in our time have become so complex that not 
only the layman but also the student of theology has dif­
ficulties in understanding them. 

Thielike attaches little importance to the miracles 
described in the Gospels. In his opinion they were creat­
ed only afterwards as a collection of illustrations (Bil­
derbuah) to the text of Jesus' sermons, as a demonstrati­
on of God's might. But this was not really necessary 
since faith cannot be based on miracles. Faith lives by 
the word of God only. Our image of Christ must, there­
fore, be based on the word of God. In Thielike's opini­
on, this has not been done correctly up to the present 
time, with each new generation forming an image of Christ 
in accordance with its own views derived from contempora­
ry trends of thought. 

Thielike says that throughout the history of the 
Church Jesus Christ had been crucified again and again. 
He was always being amputated so that he could be fitted 
into the Procrustean bed of transient human conceptions. 
He had constantly disappeared in the sepulcher of human 
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notions and systems of thought, from which he had risen 
again. Elegantly said indeed, but the meaning is not very 
clear. Let us assume that Christ's image has indeed been 
subjected to such a cruel treatment. And Herr Thielike 
is determined to restore it to its original purity. The 
result is certainly worth waiting for. But it seems that 
Thielike has done nothing to translate his good intenti­
ons into reality. For the prominent theologian merely 
says that the image of Christ has been distorted but not 
how we are to regard the image now,following the research 
conducted by Thielike himself. That remains a secret. 

The Protestant theologian Paul Althaus is less cri­
tical of what the "community" has done to the image of 
Christ. Althaus is known to have rather pessimistic views 
concerning the Gospels as historical sources. But strange­
ly enough he is able to combine mutually contradictory 
conceptions in his writings. Thus, he considers St.Mark's 
Gospel to be written by eyewitnesses including the Apostle 
Peter. Like E. Hirsch, he believes that St. Mark's Gos­
pel was later heavily edited and embellished, although 
both think that this had not been necessary since a whole 
biography of Jesus can be found in it. It would seem, 
then, that all is well and there are no difficulties what­
ever in reconstructing the image of Christ. Nevertheless, 
for Althaus the difficulties are there. 

For instance, what are we to do with the fact that 
the image of Jesus as portrayed in the Gospels was very 
much altered afterwards by the "theology of the conununi­
ty"? On this question Althaus disagrees with the liberal 
theologians. According to the latter, 'what has been done 
to the image of Jesus by the theology of the community is 
something alien and has little to do with Jesus himself". 
Their position is as follows: "Away from the dogmatic 
theology of the community and back to the simple preach­
ing of Jesus about the Kingdom, Heavenly Father and the 
eternal life of the soul! Above all away from Paul and 
back to Jesus, to the real Jesus whose image and mission 
can be traced in the contours of primitive Christianity. 
Away from dogma and back to the man from Nazareth who is 
outside dogma."17 Althaus does not accept this point of 
view although it "has been loudly proclaimed for half a 
century now and is coming to the fore again". Not with­
out reason he declares the "liberal image of the prophet 
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Jesus who is outside dogma" to be "an abstraction".18 
Althaus is more impressed precisely by the image that 
emerged from the theology of the community. He finds the 
true reality of Jesus Christ not in an abstraction of some 
"historical Jesus" who is outside dogma, but in Christ 
of the original Christian mission propagated by the commu­
nity. What Althaus is apparently saying, to judge frem 
his rather nebulous statements, is that we should without 
further ado accept the traditional image of Christ. 

On the one hand, Althaus has to ~cknowledge that 
"the state of the sources is such that we can give neither 
a chronology of the life of Jesus nor a factual account 
of it", and that "we always see Jesus only through a 
veil". On the other hand, through this veil "we are in 
a position to trace the main features of the image of Je­
sus sufficiently clearly". 19 True, this is only "in the 
spiritual sense", for only the moral makeup of Jesus the 
man-and-God is meant here, and not his real human image. 
Althaus also speaks of Christ's self-awareness, his mis­
sion and his manner in dealing with people and so on. 
But even here the emphasis is not on any "definite utter­
ances" of Jesus, but on "his general behaviour and activi­
ty". Althaus himself has described such evasive, equivo­
cal writings as "indirect Christology".20 

When the basic material is lacking for a direct in­
vestigation of the question, the theologian who has not 
sufficient courage has to resort to "indirect" methods. 
There is plenty of room here for subjective casuistical 
interpretation of the concept of historical authenticity. 
Thus, we find Althaus saying that even the inauthentic 
(uneaht) can have authenticity (die Eahtheit). He writes: 
"We differentiate concepts of authenticity: even those 
narratives and sayings which in terms of historical re­
search are 'inauthentic' and fail to convey what actually 
took place can in some important sense be authentic--as 
an expression of the real significance of what took place 
or of a historical person. In this sense everything that 
reflects the cognised meaning of the essence and signi­
ficance of Jesus Christ, no matter how he was refracted 
through the individuality of the eyewitness and the me­
thods of expression that were characteristic for his 
time, is authentic."21 
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Althaus applies the same approach to those passages 
in the Gospels which he himself has called inauthentic 
(he puts the word in quotation marks). "These passages," 
he says, "should be read not historically, but expres­
sionistically: they express the essence and significance 
of Jesus by poetic means in order to make history appear 
more vivid."22 This method, in his opinion, is used pre­
dominantly in the narratives of the last days of Jesus' 
life. Such unhistorical narratives are authentic in a 
deeper sense since they try to convey the mystery of the 
existence and advent of Christ. 

In a sense any narrative is historical--it testifies 
to the existence of its author and to the social and ideo­
logical climate in which it was written. But the Gospel 
legends to which Althaus attributes historicity and which 
at the same time he acknowledges to be inauthentic cannot 
of course be considered historical: they say nothing at 
all about the historical Jesus. Althaus' attempt to ex­
tract from them something that can be regarded as histori­
cal looks very much like sophistry. 

The same system of thought appears more complex and 
more carefully rounded out in the works of "left" theolo­
gians and Christologists, especially those belonging to 
the scpool of Rudolf Bultmann. 

"Suprahistory" Instead of History 

In 1959 the German Protestant theologian Hans Conzel­
mann made this rather remarkable statement: "The Church 
lives only because the results of research into the life 
of Jesus are little known within it." 

Four years later Otto Kuster, citing these words, 
offered this consoling thought both to his colleague and 
to himself: "It seems that this [i.e., the dissemination 
of scientific information about the life of Jesus--I.K.] 
wiJ-1 come about gradually."23 

In other words, the Church still has time, for the 
present century at any rate, to resort to various defen­
sive tactics and manoeuvring. Only a few years later, 
however, the magazine Der SpiegeZ noted that such hopes 
were dashed. Both in the Church and in the "community" 
a heated debate was under way. In this debate two factors 
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were at work. On the one hand, there were the results of 
research into the life of Jesus which tended to detract 
from faith. On the other hand, there was a desire to re­
tain by whatever means the foundation of the Christian 
faith. Since the former cannot be dismissed off-hand, 
Christianity found itself in a difficult position. Inci­
dentally, not only Christianity but all religions are in 
the same predicament. 

We have already discussed the arsenal used by the 
conservative and traditional camp. Their position is so 
weak that more and more theologians are abandoning it. 
The latter, however, do not give up the dogma of their 
religion completely, in particular, its main point--the 
image of Jesus Christ. They only wish to make this image 
somewhat more plausible both for themselves and for that 
part of the "community" which is no longer satisfied with 
the traditional and usual explanations and is seeking 
some new, more intelligent solutions. Apart from the 
most conservative churchmen, this is what most theologi­
ans are now working on. The trouble is that, as in all 
crisis situations, the search for new solutions proceeds 
in many different directions. As a result, in modern 
Christological literature an impression of chaos and dis­
order is created. 

The followers of Schweitzer insist on interpreting 
the image of Christ strictly on the plane of eschatology, 
a doctrine concerning the ultimate destiny of the world. 
In their view the biography of Jesus is not really import­
ant, especially since it cannot be reconstructed. The 
only important fact is that at some moment in the history 
of the ancient world there appeared a man or man-and-God 
who declared himself to be the Messiah and announced the 
imminent end of the world. He became known in history as 
Jesus Christ. His teaching even today instills in us 
hopes for a happy future, which will come after the great 
eschatological promise has been fulfilled. There is a 
whole trend in Protestant theology that is oriented to 
this perspective. Its views are set forth in the books 
of Jiirgen Moltmann who speaks of a "theology of hope". 
Relying on Schweitzer, Moltmann offers an eschatological 
interpretation of the image of Jesus and paints a happy, 
optimistic picture of the coming of the end of the world 
as proclaimed by Jesus. 
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The image of the man Jesus can only be established 
with the help of historical research. But the results of 
this research prove disastrous for the ques~ of this 
image. What we have, then, is a kind of vicious circle: 
the mystical Christ the God is unacceptable to our scien­
tific_and secular age, while the prolonged search for Je­
sus the man in remote antiquity has ended in failure. 
To find a way out of the situation the more "sophisticat­
ed" and philosophic-minded theologians resort to muddling 
up the very concepts of historical truth and real histo­
rical facts, the essence and tasks of the historical 
science. 

One way of passing off myth as reality and falsehood 
as truth is to erase the borderline between fact and fan­
tasy, reality and hallucination, history and mythology. 
In modern bourgeois philosophy, 19th-century positivism 
which sought to establish only what really occurred in 
history is dismissed as "naive" and held in contempt. The 
principle of positivist historiography--to describe what 
actually took place--formulated by Leopold van Ranke is 
mocked and rejected. According to those who support sub­
jective-idealistic historiography, one need not consider 
"naked facts", but should seek something more essential. 
For theologians, that something "more essential," lies in 
serving the interests of their faith. Here they are ready 
even to lean on authors whose views have little to do with 
faith but create certain possibilities for apologetic ma­
noeuvring. 

It turns out that there are two different kinds of 
history. In modern German theology they are given dif­
ferent names: die WeZtgesahiahte, or world, secular his­
tory; and die HeiZigengesahiahte,or sacred, salvational, 
divine history. For theology both are apparently import­
ant, for both deserve to be considered history as dis­
tinguished from phenomena occurring in nature. 

Occurring ••• well, the most important thing is to 
find out what has occurred and what has not occurred; in 
terms of history, this means ascertaining what has and 
what has not occurred at a certain time. But if one is 
to mix the two things up, one must construe concepts that 
would create the possibility of such mixing. And it is 
not difficult to think up names for them. The flexibility 
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of the German language, the possibility of using in this 
language not only the roots of German words but also those 
of Latin and even Greek words can impart a nebulousness 
to discourse and give it an aura of both pseudo-science 
and of mysticism which befits the subject of religion. 
Rudolf Bultmann resorts in this case to the dual terms of 
die Gesahiahte and die Historie, us:ng the former to de­
signate secular, world history, and the latter, "sacred 
history", or history o~ a higher and more in-depth plane. 

Actually this is not history, but some kind of supra­
history. From this point of view there is really nothing 
to discuss and no reason why anything should be discussed. 
And so it is not clear why Bultmann should consider it 
necessary to devote hundreds of pages to analysing docu­
ments in terms of their historical value, and to study 
and compare different points of view. After all, Jesus 
is above everything--documents, facts, history, reason, 
sense •••• 

With such a solution of the problem theological dis­
course inevitably loses its pseudo-scientific aura. But 
this must not be allowed to happen. To preserve such an 
aura references are made to Kant, Kierkegaard and other 
existentialist philosophers. 

Beyond the world of naked and crude facts, which are 
recorded in die Gesahiahte, is another world which cannot 
be apprehended or be the subject of scientific inquiry. 
If history, like nature, cannot be cognised, we are not 
in a position to establish the reality or unreality of 
any events that are the subject of ancient tales. It is 
also impossible to reveal the objective significance of 
these events. Since this is so, what faith and the Church 
tradition tell us about Christ is all we need to know 
about him. 

This conclusion is most fully developed in the works 
of Bultmann. Philosophically it is based on the theory 
of existentialism. 

According to this theory, the primary element ~or 
analysis is not the objective essence of things, which is 
something mysterious, but only existence or, more pre­
cisely, man's experience of his existence. This means 
that what is important is not objective reality, in this 
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case historical reality, but only man's perception and 
experience of this "reality". Religious subjects should 
be approached in the same way. There is no need to in­
terpret them objectively. In Christianity only faith is 
important, which is not objectified in myths. 

Bultmann is not adverse to acknowledging the histo­
ricity of Christ. In fact, he thinks that there are no 
grounds whatever for doubting it and any arguments that 
call in question the historical existence of Christ do 
not even deserve a rebuttal. Bultmann is equally certain 
that Jesus founded the movement which gave rise to the 
Christian community in Palestine. As to the extent to 
which this community was able subsequently to preserve 
the image of Christ and his original teaching, that is al­
together a different question. But Bultmann is not par­
ticularly interested in it. What interests him is not 
Jesus as a historical personage, but the faith in him 
that emerged in the Christian community. For Bultmann, 
what is truly historical is not the mythology connected 
with the name of Jesus or even the natural events describ­
ed in the Gospel biography of Christ, but only the keryg­
ma, or the apostolic proclamation of the Christian Gospel. 
For example, this is how he interprets Easter: "Easter, 
since it can be called a historical event, is nothing else 
but the birth of faith in the resurrected .... Only the 
birth of faith in Easter among the first disciples can be 
regarded as an historical event."24 

Although Bultmann acknowledges the historicity of 
Christ, he in fact avoids giving a direct answer to the 
question of Christ's personality. Of central importance 
to Bultmann is not the personality of Christ but only its 
reflection in the Christian faith. While considering it 
possible that the original material, which formed the 
basis for future myth-making, subsequently underwent radi­
cal changes through the religious fantasy of the believ­
ers, Bultmann fails to say anything definite about the 
nature of that material. 

The work of this apostle of demythologisation has 
attracted the widest attention. Bultmann has many follow­
ers not only among Protestant but also among Catholic 
theologians. His conception has become part of that theo­
logical trend which shifts the main emphasis of religious 
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faith from canonical dogma to the sentiments and expe­
rience of the individual believer. Drews characterised 
this trend as applied to the problem of Christology as 
follows: "The theology of the life of Jesus came to be 
replaced by the so-called experiential theology wbich 
maintains that since the historical existence of Jesus 
cannot be demonstrated by reason, his authenticity can be 
perceived intuitively, through inner experience."25 

Bultmann's views do not quite fit into the framework 
of "experiential theology", but they are close to it. 
Both try to turn away from historical facts and carry the 
discussion of the whole question into the realm of keryg­
ma and its perception by the community as a whole and es­
pecially by the individual believer. 

This trend is obviously at odds with the main dogma­
tic principles of Christianity. If it were possible to 
prove the historical existence of Christ and delineate 
his image on the basis of trustworthy histori~al documents 
and material, it is doubtful that "experiential theology" 
would have many followers. But in the existing situation 
it is attracting more and more theologians and laymen in­
terested in theological matters. 

Right and Left Trends in Christology 

For the moment supporters of the left trend in Chris­
tology are coming up against increasing resistance. The 
forms and the scope of this resistance vary widely. A 
clear expression of anti-modernism is the above-mentioned 
"No Other Gospel!" movement, which is widespread in the 
Federal Republic of Germany. There, besides the publica­
tion of books and articles on the subject, mass meetings 
are held at which the followers of the "new Gospel" are 
wrathfully condemned for regarding the "empty sepulcher", 
the immaculate conception and so on merely as elements of 
kerygma, and not as facts of history. At a mass meeting 
held in Dortmund in March 1966, the views of Bultmann and 
his supporters were said to be incomparably more danger­
ous than those of the German Christians in the 1930s. 
This is a reference to the trend in the Lutheran Church 
which tried to make Christianity serve the interests of 
the Hitlerite regime and its ideology. 

It is not surprising that conservative theologians 
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should make fierce attacks on Bultmann's conception. Not 
without reason they cited the well-known saying of Luther: 
"He who rejects something rejects everything." To reject 
some elements of the Gospel legend is to invite doubt 
concerning any other of its elements. The danger of such 
a development is fully understood by leading Christian 
theologians of our time. 

Modernist Christology is criticised and condemned, 
though in a restrained manner, at all Lutheran conferen­
ces. At the Fourth Synod of the United Lutheran-Evange­
lical Church of Germany, which met in the summer of 1967, 
much was said about the need for "self-critical soberness" 
in solving the problems facing the Church. What Church 
leaders fear most is that the situation might lead to the 
collapse of faith in Jesus Christ which has so far been 
preserved among church-goers. 

And indeed in this respect things do not look very 
en~ouraging. But Church leaders are not laying the blame 
for the decline of the religious spirit among the masses 
on the activity of modernist theologians. "That the 
churches today are empty all the time," said Bishop 
Heintze at a session of the Fourth Synod, "can hardly be 
attributed to the preaching of 'another Gospel'." A much 
more important reason, according to the bishop, lies in 
the "many outwardly c11rrect but boring sermons and les­
sons which fail to interpret and explain reality".26 And 
the main thing is that "the profound and ever deepening 
scientific insights into and understanding of the world 
through the mastery of technology are raising fundamental­
ly new questions, which can no longer be disposed of by 
referring to traditional religious formulas". In citing 
these words a Catholic observer makes this rather wist­
ful comment: "A familiar problem for the Catholic cler­
gy!"27 

Thus, both the Protestant and Catholic clergy are 
aware that in our time it would be unwise to insist on 
the absolute truth of the Christian dogmatic system and 
its central point--the historicity of Jesus Christ the 
man-and-God. It is for this r~ason that "experiential 
theology" is not condemned outright even though it comes 
close to denying the historicity of the founder of Chris­
tianity. It is possible that as time goes on the Church 
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will move still further towards the "left" on this cru­
cial point of the Christian dogma. 

For the moment the Church is taking a wait-and-
see attitude. From time to time it makes ringing state­
ments about the firm foundations of the Christian dogma. 
However, Church leaders are not doing anything about those 
theological conceptions that are undermining these very 
foundations, and even defend those conceptions from espe­
cially violent attacks. What lies behind such tactics? 

First, it is difficult for the Church in its present 
position to take any definite decision. Second, the 
Church apparently hopes that gradually it will be possible 
to prepare the clergy and the church-goers for decisive 
changes in the dogma. The time may not be far off when 
such an "elucidation" will be introduced in the Credo and 
in the decisions of the Council of Chalcedon in the light 
of which Jesus Christ will cease to be both man and God, 
but become either God or man only. And it will apparent­
ly be announced at the same time that this "elucidation" 
does not at all mean that the Church has gone over to the 
position either of the Monophysites or of Arianism, though 
in fact it would mean precisely that. 

Hans Kung on the Problem of Christ 

Father Hans Kung is a remarkable figure in the field 
of Catholic theology. At the age of thirty-four he was 
asked by Pope John XXIII to take part in the work of the 
Second Vatican Oecumenical Council as an expert and per­
sonal advisor to the Pope on theological matters. After 
the Council Kung published several voluminous works. In 
his theological conceptions Kung, a Catholic priest and 
professor at the well-known Tubingen University, is fair­
ly consistent: he calls for a radical renewal of both the 
theological doctrine of Catholicism and the organisation 
of the Church. Because of his unorthodox views Kung was 
forbidden by the Vatican, under Pope John Paul II, to 
teach theology at Tubingen University. 

In a survey of the history of Christianity (in his 
book Christ sein) Kung finds in it a large number of dif­
ferent-religious, socio-political and ideological pheno­
mena: "Centuries of small conmrunities followed by centu­
ries of large organisations. The persecuted became the 
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rulers, and the other way round. The underground church 
became the state church; after the martyrs under Nero 
came the court bishops under Constantine. Periods of ami­
ty between monks and scholars alternated with periods of 
hostility between them--those were the Church politici­
ans •••• Centuries of Papal synods and centuries of re­
formist councils aimed against the Papacy. The golden 
age of Christian humanists as secularised people of the 
Renaissance and reformers of Church orthodoxy. Centuries 
of Catholic and Protestant orthodoxy and centuries of 
evangelical awakening. A time of adaptation and a time 
of resistance. Centuries of innovation and centuries of 
restoration, of doubt and of hope •••• n28 How should we 
fi~d our bearings in this kaleidoscope of events in the 
2000-year history of the Church? What is the most import­
ant, the determining factor in it? 

Until recently, as our discussion on the subject has 
shown, there is no clear-cut answer to this question 
either in the teachings of the Church or in theological 
literature. Now an answer is given in Kung's book. 

The decisive factor in Christianity is the persona­
lity of Jesus Christ and nothing else. We only need to 
explain what this image consists in and we will know what 
it means to be a Christian. But this turns out to be a 
difficult, if not impossible,task. 

Kung carefully considers all possible solutions to 
the question of the image of Jesus. Should we regard 
Christ as piety personified? As a dogma personified? As 
dreamers or as men of letters would have him be? There 
are countless variants of these images; even the canoni­
cal image is so varied that it becomes extremely vague. 
It is apparently easier to say what Christ was not than 
what he was. And Kung proves to be master of the nega­
tive definition. Thus, Jesus was neither a priest, a 
theologian, a revolutionary, a monk, a member of an order, 
an ascetic, nor a law officer; he did not withdraw from 
the world, nor did he divide the world into two parts as 
the Qumranites did; he did not recognise the hierarchical 
order. Kung strongly denies that Christ had any interest 
in social revolution. True, Christ expected the imminent 
end of the world, but he never considered it possible 
that the world would be destroyed by human means. He 
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"preached a revolution of nonviolence", and as his paral­
lel one may consider, not Che Guevara or Camillo Torres, 
but Gandhi and Martin Luther King (pp. 181-182). At this 
point the reader expects that Kling would finally say what 
Christ was. But no, Kung continues in his former vein: 
"Christ was neither a philosopher nor a politician, nei­
ther a priest nor a social reformer. Was he a genius, 
a hero, a saint or a reformer? But was he not the most 
radical of reformers?" (pp. 198-199). He was more moral 
than the moralists, more revolutionary than the revolu­
tionaries. "One thing is clear: Jesus was something 
else! ••• He could not be compared with anything, either 
then or now" (p. 203). 

It is impossible to extract anything from all this 
that would help resolve the question of what it means to 
be a Christian. Kung himself realises this: "All that has 
been said thus far delineates the image of Jesus more in 
a negative way" (p. 205). In the next chapter of his book 
Kung addresses himself to the question of how to define 
the essence, the centre (die Mitte), of Christ's teach­
ing. 

This "centre" is Christ's prediction about the forth­
coming Kingdom of God. It is not clear whether this king­
dom will be established in heaven or on earth. At any 
rate, "it is not a territory or a domain of rule .•. it 
is God's power" (p. 205). Resorting once again to the 
negative definition, Kung tells what the Kingdom of God 
is not. "It is not a temporary sovereignty which God at 
the beginning of creation gave to the hierarchs in Jeru­
salem •••• It 1s not a religious-political theocracy or 
democracy set up by Zealot revolutionaries by violent 
means •••. It is not a court of revenge in favour of an 
elite of perfect people like the Essenes and Qumranite 
monks ••• "and so on. Each of these formulas contains a 
positive counterthesis, but nothing very definite is said. 
The whole point seems to be about "the approaching King­
dom of God at the end of time". But again it is not clear 
whether this kingdom will be in heaven or on earth. In 
any case, in this kingdom God's sovereignty will be di­
rect, limitless and universal (p. 206). This is a rather 
puzzling statement, for no religion has ever set limits 
to God's sovereignty in the world. Other "positive" 
points mentioned by Kung are equally lacking in substance: 
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"The joyful annunciation of unlimited good and of the 
boundless mercy of God. A kingdom where thanks to Jesus' 
prayer the name of God will indeed be sanctified, his 
will manifested also on earth, people will be fully re­
quited according to their due, all faults forgiven and 
all evil overcome ... " (p. 206). 

And at last in this verbal desert there appears an 
oasis of social content: "A kingdom where, according to 
Jesus' promises, the poor, the hungry, the weeping and 
the oppressed will finally be satisfied, where sufferings 
and death will- disappear" (p. 206). However, Kiing does 
not say in what concrete way the hungry and oppressed 
will be satisfied. So the oasis turns out to be a mirage. 

Kung himself realises that his description of the 
Kingdom of God is not very intelligible. As he launches· 
into another discussion of abstract concepts ("complete 
justice, limitless freedom, indestructible love, univer­
sal reconciliation, eternal peace") he admits that "the 
kingdom cannot be described, but only represented in 
images". And the images are: "A new union, crops that 
are coming up, ripe harvest, a great repast, a royal fes­
tival" (p. 206). Here the boundary between the positive 
and the negative fades away, for neither the one nor the 
other has any real meaning. 

The most difficult question for Kiing is when we may 
expect this desirable, if somewhat mysterious, Kingdom of 
God to appear. At first we get a laconic, enigmatic an­
swer: "In the absolute future" (p. 208). In other words, 
an indefinite period of time may elapse before the King­
dom of God will be established. But Jesus had foretold 
that it would be established during the lifetime of his 
generation. This prediction did not come true then and 
has remained unfulfilled throughout the following two 
thousand years. Was Jesus mistaken? With surprising 
forthrightness Kung admits that the situation was a con­
fusing one, but then promptly goes into a discussion of 
abstract issues from which it may be understood that pious 
Christians have nothing to fear. To err is human and 
"if Jesus of Nazareth were indeed a human he could also 
make mistakes". This is followed by attacks on those 
theologians who "are more afraid of mistakes than sin, 
death and the Devil" (p. 208). 
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Still, it is necessary to conceal the fact that the 
founder of Christianity could make mistakes. Kung begins 
a long casuistical discussion of whether the concept "mis­
take" is applicable in this case. For the subject here 
concerns "cosmic knowledge", and a mistake at this level 
should not be considered as an ordinary error. Our pla­
net and mankind had a beginning, which is confirmed by 
science, and so they must have an end which is no doubt 
connected with the coming of the Kingdom of God. And if 
this is so, "the concept of 'mistake' is undifferentiated 
and simply inapplicable in this context" (p. 209). That 
is how black can be said to be white, a~d the other way 
round. 

So, regardless of whether Christ was mistaken about 
the time when the Kingdom of God would come, the important 
fact is that it will eventually come. This apparently 
would mean that evil, the cause of so much suffering in 
the world, will disappear. Here we are faced with a ques­
tion that had always been a stumbling block for theologi­
ans, and it also prevents Kung from completing his theolo­
gical edifice. The fact that there is suffering in the 
world is incompatible with the doctrine that this world 
was created by a perfect God and that man's sins have 
been atoned for and people saved as a result of the advent 
of Jesus Christ. Now, two thousand years later, has life 
become any less hard? Kung admits that it has not. 

"From the time of Job to our day" man has asked: why 
do I suffer? It is a question that casts doubt on the 
whole doctrine about God and his design and also on the 
dogma about man's redemption through the suffering of Je­
sus Christ. Kung has accurately and poignantly characte­
rised the condition of suffering mankind: man "cries to 
heaven--no, he cries against heaven!" (p. 419). 

Things got to a point where people decided that 
they must take their future into their own hands. In­
stead of relying on a Saviour God they must become their 
own saviou~ and liberator; man, not God, should become 
the subject of history. Kung does not like this. To him, 
no technological or socio-political revolution can save 
mankind. He devotes quite a number of pages in his book 
(pp. 28-47) to expounding the idea (which he nevertheless 
fails to back up with any convincing arguments) that it 
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is futile for people to try and put an end to social and 
other evils. 

Who, then, should save mankind? According to the 
Christian dogma, it is God's will that Christ should do 
this by assuming human form and sacrificing himself. But 
how did this come about? On this point Kung has consi­
derable doubts. 

First of all, it is not clear why this should be ne­
cessary. Kung admits that it is somewhat strange that 
the consequences of the original sin should be removed 
through the sacrifice of Jesus. St. Augustine and Pope 
Gregory the Great regarded Jesus' death as the price God 
the Father paid to the Devil. St. Anselm of Canterbury 
put it in a juridical form: since a crime has been com­
mitted, punishment must follow. This would do as far as 
ancient and mediaeval juridical concepts are concerned. 
But then what about love, mercy and so on which are spoken 
of in the Gospels? What we have here ·is not a revelation 
of divine truth, but a reflection of the fact that 
people's ideas are historically limited by the epoch 1n 
which they live. And we live in a different epoch! It 
turns out that the Christians of our time, according to 
Kung, are not obliged to believe in this. 

Y.et Kung insists that Jesus lived and that the heart 
of the Christian doctrine is to be sought in the perso­
nality of Christ and in his preaching. But regardless 
of how we are to deal with the factual aspect of the mat­
ter--KUng himself repeatedly says that the factual aspect 
means little to him--the modern believer would want to 
know what exactly has happened to the object of his wor­
ship. 

What Should We Do About Jesus' Biography? 

Kung rejects the dogma of the immaculate conception. 
He formulates his thesis in a cautious, roundabout way: 
"No one is obliged to believe in the biological fact of 
the immaculate conception or of the birth" of Jesus 
(p. 447). Should the Church acknowledge its error on this 
point? No, says Kung, the dogma of the immaculate con­
ception should be given a "Christological-theological, 
not a biological-ontological interpretation" (p. 446). 
The fact that the Gospels of Matthew and Luke speak of 
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the immaculate conception and birth of Jesus poses no dif­
ficulty here, for they are not the essence, the main idea 
of the Gospel teaching. Nothing is said about the imma­
culate conception in the Gospels of Mark and John or in 
the Epistles of Paul. It is also not necessary to keep 
silent on this point. One should in fact speak about it, 
but "honestly and in a differentiated way", and at the 
same time remember that we need "to mark the boundaries 
of demythologisation" (p. 447). And where are these boun­
daries? Kung says nothing definite on this question. 

To judge from the Gospels, Jesus' activity took two 
forms: he preached and he worked miracles. One can, by 
resorting to sophistical means, explain away the contra­
dictions in Jesus' sermons and give these sermons a cer­
tain unity. Things are more complicated with regard to 
the miracles. Kung repeatedly points out that a belief 
in miracles is unacceptable for the modern man and, should 
the Church continue insisting on such a belief, it runs 
a grave risk: the believers may cease to take the teach­
ings of the Church seriously. This "inconvenient" and 
"unpleasant" problem would somehow have to be dealt with. 

Kung begins his analysis of the problem with a frank 
admission: one of the sections in his book dealing with 
this subject is called "Masking a Difficult Situation". 
The very concept of "miracle" is indefinite and' vague, but 
this, says Kung somewhat ironically, is a good thing for 
theologians (including himself). By using it properly 
theologians have "elegantly masked" the whole problem of 
the New Testament miracles (p. 217). Kung examines vari­
ous approaches to this problem and finds all of them un­
satisfactory. What does Kung himself have to say on the 
subject? Actually Kung fails to come to grips with the 
problem and has no specific solution to offer. 

Kung formulates the question in a fairly straight­
forward way. The Gospels are quite definite about the 
miracles performed by Jesus: healing the sick, casting 
out demons, three cases of restoring the dead to life, 
and seven "natural" miracles including calming the wind 
and storm and changing water into wine. There is nothing 
vague about them, and the only question is if anyone at 
any time could have performed them contrary to the laws 
of nature. For all the verbosity of Kung and others, 
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for that matter, who have tried to define the word "mi­
racle", the issue only gets more confu.sed instead of be­
ing clarified. The Gospel narratives about the miracles 
performed by Jesus Christ allow o~ only one interpretati­
on: they are what they are said to be, namely, deeds and 
events which contradict the laws of nature. Is this pos­
sible? 

Kung has no answer to this question. 

Some details concerning the miracles, says Kung, may 
well reflect what actually took place. Thus, when we 
consider the stories about Jesus healing the sick we 
should keep in mind the possibility of psychotherapy. 
For many illnesses are of a psychogenic nature and in some 
cases psychotherapy could indeed be effective. But what 
about the miracles which are not connected with illness­
es? In that case, too, says Kiing, there might be "circum­
stances"·giving rise to the legends. For example, the 
story about Jesus calming a storm on the sea may be based 
on a real incident in which people prayed to God to save 
them from drowning and the danger receded by coincidence. 
Such coincidences could provide the "historical circum­
stances" that gave rise to the Gospel stories about the 
miracles performed by Jesus. But in that case nothing is 
left of the religious teaching according to which a mi­
racle is a supernatural event that takes place contrary 
to the laws of nature. 

Kung practically rejects, too, the teaching about 
the most important miracle in the life of Jesus: his re­
surrection. Belief in this miracle is central to the 
Christian faith, for Saint Paul said: "And if Christ be 
not risen, then is our preaching vain, and your faith is 
also vain" (I Corinthians 15:14). How does Kiing deal 
with the difficulty raised by this statement? 

Here we have a classical example of casuistical 
theological discourse which is almost devoid of all mean­
ing btit which has a semblance not only of piety but also 
of profound thinking. There was resurrection, yet there 
was no resurrection. And the other way round: resurrecti­
on did not take place, yet it did take place. What is 
averred on one page is refuted in the next, and the whole 
exercise goes on for dozens of pages. 

In German theological literature the events connect-
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ed with the resurrection and ascension of Christ are de­
noted by the word Ostergeschichte, or "Easter story", and 
a belief in Christ's resurrection is linked with the idea 
of the "empty sepulcher". Kiing plays upon these notions, 
but in such a way that they are divested of all meaning. 
And it would be quite correct to say that he has excluded 
them from the Christian dogma. He does this, however, 
extremely "elegantly", to use his own expression. 

He begins by substituting the concept of raising 
from the dead for the concept of resurrection. Christ 
was not resurrected on his own; he was raised from the 
dead by God. But is the "raising from the dead" a histo­
rical fact? Kung's answer to this question may be seen in 
the following passage: "If we consider the raising from 
the dead as an act of God, there can be no question of its 
having a strictly historical meaning and of the possibili­
ty of establishing this meaning with the help of the his­
torical science and historical methods. The raising from 
the dead is not a miracle that contradicts the laws of na­
ture and is verified by the inner world, that can be lo­
cated and dated as a supernatural intrusion into space 
and time" (p. 338). Then follows an attack on the scien­
ces (history, biology and so on, including theology), 
which "see only one aspect of a multifaceted reality". 
But if we look at all aspects of the story of the resur­
rection, we find that both in the case of the resurrecti­
on and of raising from the dead "it is a matter of meta­
phorical, figurative terms" (p. 339). The image of the 
resurrection is based on the idea of rising, awakening 
from sleep and returning to a previous state, to an earth­
ly and mortal life. In the case of Jesus, however, it is 
a resurrected Jesus entering into a completely different 
state which is not earthly, mortal life, but something 
else altogether. To make his point Kung even uses a La­
tin phrase--totaZiter aZiter--completely different. But 
what is it exactly? 

Again Kung resorts to his favourite method: the re­
surrection of Christ is not this or that, yet it is this 
and that. It is "not a phantom and nevertheless it is 
not tangible; it is visible and invisible, it is material 
and immaterial; it is on this side of time and space and 
beyond them" (p. 340). Given this, it is not surprising 
to learn that the resurrection of Christ is both of a 
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corporeal and an incorporeal nature. Resurrection did 
not take place if body (der Leib) is "naively interpret­
ed" as being identical to body (der Korper)" (p. 340). 

If we are to make any sense out of this, it is that 
the resurrection of Christ as the Evangelists understood 
it did not take place. 

Things do not work out so well with the "empty se­
pulcher" idea. Kung devotes many pages to the subject 
but never really tackles it directly. It turns out that 
the teaching about the empty sepulcher is not so import­
ant after all: "it is neither a dogma of the Christian 
religion, a basic principle, nor an object of belief in 
Easter" (p. 355). Here Kung has to acknowledge that "his­
torical criticism and the natural sciences", which he 
attacked earlier, look at the "empty sepulcher" idea cri­
tically. And he decides that there is no need to commit 
oneself to "accepting the physiological conception of the 
resurrection". 

Kung deals with the other parts of the Easter story 
in a similar fashion, in particular, with Christ's ascen­
sion after forty days of wandering on earth. Once again 
Kung finds room for manoeuvring. What is heaven really? 
Of course it cannot be a seven-story edifice where Jesus 
Christ is seated on the throne at the right hand of God­
Father. "The heaven of faith is not the heaven of the 
astronauts," says Kung. It is not a firmament, nor is it 
in general a spatial concept. It is "not a place, but a 
form of existence". Thus, "it stands to reason that Je­
sus did not undertake any trip in space". He simply went 
to "a mysterious invisible Kingdom of God that is past 
understanding", as a result of which he became "part of 
the magnificence of the Father" (p. 342). And if we do 
not accept the idea that the heaven to which Jesus went 
is a mysterious, invisible and unfathomable place, then 
we will have something of which there are many precedents 
in the history of religion and mythology. When speaking 
of Christ's ascension Kung recalls Elijah and Enoch of the 
Old Testament and Heracles, Empedocles, Alexander the 
Great and Appolonius of Tyana. Would you as Christians, 
Kung seems to ask, believe in these deities, too? 

But if we discard everything from the New Testament 
account of the life of Jesus except a mist of something 
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abstract, elusive and mystical, what is to nourish the 
faith of the ordinary, unsophisticated Christians? For 
his faith rests on a concrete image of Christ, one that 
is understandable to him. All that Kung has to offer is 
this: Jesus lived and, what is most important, he was 
crucified. In a summing-up Kung avoids mentioning the re­
surrection and other fantastic things, and lays the main 
stress on the fact of crucifixion. 

Thus, nothing is left of the Jesus of the New Testa­
ment, of the Church dogma, of the First Council of Nicaea 
and the First Council of Constantinople. And it is clear 
that Kung goes through such a painful undertaking not out 
of any passionate commitment to truthfulness, but only 
because "faith in Easter" is becoming increasingly unten­
able. 

It would be possible, Kung thinks, to ignore the mi­
racles and try to reconstruct the biography of the man 
Jesus. There have been many such attempts, but they all 
failed. For "it is impossible to write a life of Jesus 
of Nazareth" (p. 142) primarily because of the scantiness 
of source materials. The only source is the Gospels, and 
it proves to be an untrustworthy one. Kung speaks res­
pectfully of the Evangelists as "original theologians" 
each of whom had his own conception and had not intended 
to compile "a stenographic record". But this is what 
makes their information unreliable. The Evangelists were 
"engaged" witnesses who "from beginning to end tried to 
portray Jesus in the light of his resurrection as the Mes­
siah, Christ, the Lord, the Son of God" (p. 145). Their 
information cannot serve as a basis for writing a biogra­
phy of Jesus, or even for building "a generally finished 
image of him, whether traditional, speculative, liberal 
or consistently eschatological" (p. 151). 

Kung's disparaging remarks about historical veracity 
seem to be nothing but sour grapes. "Restoration, recon­
struction [of historical truth--I.K.] are the wrong words. 
For positivist historiography it is necessary to estab­
lish facts" (p. 151), whereas for the Christian faith it 
is necessary to have ••• faith. 
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IV. IN LIEU OF CONCLUSION 

Some readers of this book may feel that they have 
not been given clear and definite answers to many questi­
ons regarding the personality of Christ. We want to know, 
they will.say, that history tells us about Jesus Christ, 
and it turns out that in fact it tells us nothing or al­
most nothing about him. But how can this be? After all, 
there is a vast literature in all languages of the world 
devoted to this subject. 

Yes, but this literature only tells us about what 
people at different periods of time had thought about Je­
sus Christ, and then those were later periods than the 
one in which Jesus supposedly lived. As for the histori­
cal material belonging to the period of Jesus, well, we 
will have to take pot luck, so to speak. And it seems 
that we are not particularly lucky here. 

Better an "unpleasant" truth than a "comforting" lie. 
But as a matter of fact there is nothing unpleasant about 
acknowledging a scientifically established truth, just as 
there is nothing comforting about rejecting it even if 
some people may not like it. 

In one respect, I hope, the reader will not find the 
book wanting, namely, in an unbiassed approach to the per­
sonality of Christ and to the problems related to it. 
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