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there was analogical predication. In this case, however, it was an analogia 
entis bistoriei based upon a prime analogue which, as the principle of the 
category «divine eventI>, is itself beyond the category of what is compared. 
Christ is both the center of history and its Lord. 

In regard to vocabulary, there were, ofcourse, no terms ready to hand. 
Expressions deriving from various rabbinic and hellenistic thought worlds were 
pressed into service though in the process, they received a new meaning. 
Thus, the events and persons of the former dispensation were a «type» (ty
pos, 1 Cor 10:6.11; Rom 5:14 [Heb 8:5]), less correctly, an «antitype» (Heb 
9:24; cfr 1 Pet 3:21), or a «symboh> (parabolè, Heb 9:9 [11:19]) of the new 
and definitive dispensation. The contrast was presented as being that be
tween «the shadow (skia) of things to come» and «the reality» (sòma in Col 
2:17), or the skia and the «very ikon of the things themselves (pragmata»> 
(Heb 10:1). Other neo-platoniè terms were a1so transposed from a cosmic 
to a historleai piane as when the Letter to the Hebrews describes various 
aspects of the former dispensation as a «sketch» (ypodeigma) to be compared 
with what is heavenly (8:5; 9:23, see also 4:11). FinaIIy, Paul can employ 
a hellenistic rhetorical term when he teIIs us that the events concerning Sarah 
and Hagar should be «allegorized» (al!ègoroumena, Gal 4:24). The very wealth 
of this terminology indicates how early tbe Christian community felt the need 
to articulate for itself and others how it viewed the relationship between 
the events of Israel' s history and those of its own. 

In addition to tbe more theoretical efforts just referred to, the NT shows 
by its practice how it viewed the former events in the history of God' s 
people. The prominence given to the Exodus event is continued in the NT 
with the whole complex of themes and terminology associated with the Ex
odus transposed and applied to what took piace in the death and resurrec
tion of Jesus. Christ is our sacrificed paschal lamb (1 Cor 5:7; Jn 19:36 et 
passim; Rev 7:14; 12:11), whose death effects redemption (Ex 6:61 Lk 1:68; 
2:38; Rom 3:24; Col 1:14; Epb 1:7) by which we are acquired as a people 
belonging to God and Christ (Ex 19:5; Dt 26:181 Aets 15:14; 20:28; 1 Pet 
2:9; Epb 1:14; Tit 2:13-14; Rev 5:9-10, etc.) so that, in effect, we are (or 
will be) saved (Ex 14:13; 15:2; Is 45:17; 46:131 Rom 1:16; 5:9-10; 8:24; 
1 Cor 3:15; 5:5; Tit 2:13, etc.). We have been taken from slavery and dark
ness into freedom and light (Ex 20:2, etc. I Rom 8:15; Col 1:13). Now we 
live in a new covenant (Mt 26:28 par; 2 Cor 3:7-18; Rom 8:2-4). 

Not only events but institutions, such as the tempie (]n 2:19-22; 1 Cor 
3:16-17; 6:19-20) and the liturgy of Yom Kippur (Rom 3:21-26; Heb 7:10), 
are transposed into the Christian context. In addition, Jesus is seen as em
bodying and explaining in a transcendent manner the quaHties and roles of 
Moses, David, EHjah, and others 19. 

19 Tbe attribution af qualities af carlier great men to contemporary holy men and «men of deeds» 
is faund, without the context of transposing analogy, in rabbinic writings. See thc discussion in the 
Introduction to F. MARTIN, Narrative Parallels lo New Testament (note 17). 
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The text itself of the OT is enlisted in the process of transposition 
in three different ways. First, it may be explicitly quoted to indicate that 
something accomplished or promised has now reached its definitive goal 20. 

Secondly, it could be slightly a!tered to suit the present purpose. Sometimes 
this was accomplished by utilizing the LXX or some other existing transla
tion 21. Thirdly, pbrases from the Jewish Scriptures were woven into the text 
in an allusive manner which provided, for those who could appreciate it, 
an ongoing interpretation of the prior tradition 22. 

2) Christ, the Type of the Future 

The above examples of terminology, comparison of events, and the use 
of the OT text hardly exhaust the ways in which the eariy Christian com
munity expressed its reladon to the people and events of lsrael 23. Yet, as 
has already been mentioned, the NT looks to the future as well: Christ is 
the firstborn of many brethren (Rom 8:29). We wiII consider this at length 
in the third part of this study, but it wiII be useful to look at some exam
ples here. 

The conviction that the events of the life of Jesus continued to be the 
context for Christian meaning can be seen in the way these events are nar
rated. We find, for example, an abundant and purposefully ambiguous use 
of the title Kyrios placed on the lips of Jesus' interiocutors. Sometimes, this 
is overtly theologica!, as when Matthew never allows the term to be used 
by the enemies of Jesus but only by actua! or potentia! disciples. Compare, 
for instance, the ds it I, Lord?» of the disciples with the ds it I, Rabbi?» 
on the part of Judas (Mt 26:22.25). Again, the disciples' cry for help dur
ing the storm at sea is recorded by Mark as a moment of panic: «Teacher, 
don't you care that we are perishing?» (Mk 4:38). The same address to Je
sus in Mt is couched in liturgica! terms, most probably those of Matthew's 
own community, and stilI present in the Byzantine rite: «Kyrie sòson, we 
are perishing» (Mt 8:25) 24. 

20 An example would be the use af Ex 12:46 I Num 9:12 (Ps 34:20) and Zech 12:10 in Jn 
19:36·37. 

21 A good analysis of the mode of procedure in the First Gospel can be found in R.H. GUN
DRY, The Use 01 the Old Testament in St. Matthew's Gospel (NovTSup 18), Brill, Leiden 1967. Exam
pIe: Is 7:14 (8:8) in MI 1:23. 

2Z For a reccnt discussion af Paul's method of proceeding in this regard, see R. HAYS, Echoes 
oj Scripture in the Letters oj Paul, Vale University Prcss, New Haven 1989. An example given by 
Hays 1S thc use of Ps 98:2; ls 51:4-5: 52:10 and Hab 2:4 in Rom 1:16·17. 

2) Far a more complete trcatment of this theme, see P. GRELOT, Sens Chrétien de l'Ancien Testa
ment (Bibliothèque dc Théologie, Ser. l, 3), Desdée, Paris 1962. 

2.4 Examples of liturgical usage as eìther a repetition of a Gospel formula or its source are fre
quent and indicate the dose connection perceived by the Crhistians between the life af Jesus and 
that af his Body, the Church. Far an overview of some liturgica! influences discernible in the NT, 
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Another example of liturgical, specifically baptismal, overtones is prob
ably found in the phrase «your faith has healedjsaved you» (Mt 9:22 par; 
Mk 9:52 / Lk 18:42; 7:50; 17:19) since it juxtaposes pistis and sozein in 
a way found frequently in the NT Z5. 

Sometimes, the words of Jesus are so contextualized that they are ob
viously intended by the author to apply to future generations. This can be 
appreciated, for instance, in the exhortation to vigilance found in the Ago
ny in the Garden 26. Sometimes what has been transmitted in the tradition 
is changed to show its application to the contemporary situation. This is 
exemplified in the Matthean rewrite of material a1so found in Lk 13:26-27. 
In Luke, Jesus, as part of his warning about the narrow door, warns his 
listeners that even though «then» they will appeal to the fact that they ate 
and drank with him and that he preached in their streets, they will be re- . 
jected. In Mt 7 :22-23, the same appeal to a special c1aim on J esus is now 
presented in terms that fit tne post-Easter discipies: «We propnesied in your 
name, and in your name we cast out demons, and in your name we per
formed many works of power». The warning fol!ows that judgment will be 
based on whether or not one has done the will of the Father. 

3) Mysterion 

Thus, for the NT, the Lord Jesus Christ, particularly in his death and 
resurrection, constitutes the center of history, giving a new and fulfilled mean
ing to the ancient tradition and providing a context and direction for the 
lives of al! who come .lo believe in him. The NT frequently uses the term 
mysterion to designate this twofold openness of the Christ event 27 Utiliz
ing the overtones already invested in the word in Judaism, the NT, particu
larly the Pauline wiritings, asserts that Christ is the Mystery, the transcen
dent and definitive realization of what had been a1ready adumbrated in the 
intimations of the Mystery in the previous tradition. Re is as wel! the !iv
ing cause and exemplar of the life of each Christian who has died with Christ, 
been raised with him, and brought to glory. 

Because the events in the life of Christ, mediated to us through the 
Gospel narratives, are able to reveal him, they were called the «mysteries» 
of his life by later generations who contemplated and experienced the open 

see C.F.D. MOULE, Thc Birth 01 the New Testament (3rd ed.), Harper ancl Row, San Francisco 1982, 
ch. 2, «Thc Church at Worship». 

2S See also: Acts 14:9; 3:16; 16:31; Rom 1:17; 10:10, etc. 
26 Sce F. MARTIN, Literary Theory, Philosphy 01 History and Exegesis, «Thc Thomist», 52 (1988), 

575·604. 
27 Sec R. BROWN, Tbe Pre-Chrìstian Semitic Concept 01 «Mystery», eBO 20 (1958), 417-443: The 

Semitic Background 01 the New Testament «Mysterion», Bib 39 (1958), 426-448; 40 (1959), 70-87, Also, 
K. PRUMM, «Mystèresf>, DBS 6 (1957), 10-225. 
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quality of these events in their power to touch and change lives 28. Because 
Jesus is risen from the dead, his humanity, in aI1 its historicity, is the tran
scendent fulfillment and prime analague of alI that God did in the past and 
the exemplar and instrument of what he does now. We have contact with 
that humanity through faith and, as transformed by the power of the resur
rection, it is «the new and living» way which gives us access to the Sanctu
ary (H~b 10:19-22). 

C. The Witness of the Early Church Fathers 

Sometime earIy in the fifth century, Pope St. Leo told his congregation: 

AlI those things which 'the Son of God both did and taught for the reconciliadon of 
the world, we not onIy know in the account of things now past, but we also experience 
in the power of works which are present 29. 

That he intended by this to refer not only to the sacraments of the 
Church but also to the reading of the Scriptures is evident from his of repeat
ed notion that the Gospel text, when received by faith, makes present that 
which it speaks about 30. Leo's teaching, splendid in its c1arity, does but sum 
up nearIy five hundred years of thinking about how the events in the life 
of Christ continue to have their eHect in the life of the Church. The whole 
of the earliest tradition tended to view Christ, especially in his death and 
resurrection, as the definitive revelation of the pIan of God and therefore 
to see the anticipatory revelations of that pIan as belonging to the mystery. 
At the same time, the consequent experience of the Church is seen to be 
a series of participatory revelations of the same unique historical reality. 

In a perceptive study, Erich Auerbach traced the Christian development 
of the term figura as it gathered around itself most of these insights 31. Auer
bach distinguished between figura and symbol as the latter term came to 
be used from a time in the late middle ages. Figurai interpretation differs 

28 For some usefuI surveys of this materia! the reader is referred to: A. SOUGNAC, Mystère, in 
Dictionnairc de Spiritualité lO, Beauchesne, Paris 1980, 1861-1874; A. GRILLMElER, Uberblick iiber 
die Mysterien jesu im allgemeinen, in Mysterium Salutis III/2, eds. J. FEINER and M. LOURER, Benziger 
VerIag, Einsiedeln-Ziirich-Koln 1969, 3-22; and L. SCIIEFFCXYK, Die Stellung des Thomas von Aquin 
in der Entwicklung der Lehrc von den Mysteria Vitae Christi, in Renovatio et Reformatio (FS L. Rodl), 
eds. M. GERWING a.Qd G. RUPPERT, Aschendorff, Munster 1985, 44·70. 

290n the Passion, 12 (SC 74, 82). 
300n the Resurrection, 1 (SC 74, 123); On the Epiphany, 5 (SC 22 bis, 254); On the Passion, 

5 and 18 (SC 74, 41; 112). For thc refercnces to these citations, sec DOM MARIE-BERNARD DE Soos, 
Le Mystère Liturgique d'après saint Léon le Grand, Mimeograph Thesis presented to the Faculty of 
Toulouse on June lO, 1955. Also, G. HUDON, La Peifection Chrétienne d'après !es Sermons de Saint 
Léon (Lex Orandi, 26), Cerf, Paris 1959. 

31 Scenes Irom the Drama 01 European Literature, Peter Smith, Gloucester, MA 1973, ~(Figura» 

11·76. 
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from symbolic interpretation in that figurai interpretation establishes a con
nection between two events or persons, while a symbolic interpretation, popu
lar from the time of the Reformation, connects the former historical reality 
with an idea, or a mystical or ethical system 32. 

Figural prophecy implies the interpretation of one worldly event through another; the 
Hrst signifies the second, the second fulfills thc first. Both remain historical eventSj yet 
both, looked at in this way, have something provisional and incomplete about them; they 
point to one another and both poiot to something in the future, something still to come, 
which will be the actual, real, and definitive event ... Thus history, with alI its concrete 
force, remains forever a figure, cloaked and needful of interpretation... [TJhe event is 
enacted according to an ideai model which is a prototype situated in the future and thus 
far only promised H. 

The aspect missing in the above description is the important distinc
tion between the Old and New Testaments. The Christ event has made the 
promise present and avai!able, though still in a manner which is compatible 
with the perduring presence of «this age». The definitive prototype, Christ 
in glory, is the exemplar and prime analogue of the events which preceded 
him and the exemplar, prime analogue, and efficient instrumental cause of 
the acts of God which follow. In all other respecis, Auerbach's description 
is an adequate description of the mentality that prevai!ed unti! sometime 
in the seventeenth century 34. 

D. Tbe Consistency 01 tbe Witness Concerning Open Events 

Underlying all the texts we have seen is one consistent view of the na
ture of history. It may be summed up in the words of Jean Lacroix: 

Mystery is that which opens up temporaI existence and gives it hs depthj it is that which 
introduces a vertical dimension into temporal existence: it makes of it the dme cf reve~ 
lation and disclosure 35. 

32 [Md" 54·55. This same poiot was made in regard to thc OT by G. VON RAD in his treat
mcnt of «Typology» in Volume II of Old Testament Theology (note 5). 

3l Scenes (note 31), 58-59. 
l<t Space does not permit me to discuss thc continuance of tbis notion of the events in thc 

Life of Christ throughout the patristic and early medieval periods. A good overview of thc pattiste 
era can be fauod in thc studies referred to in note 28, Far St. Bernard, one may consult: J. M. 
DÉCHANET, Les mystères du saluto Le Christologie de S. Bemard, in Saint Bemard Théologien (Actes 
du Congrès de Dijon, 15-19 septembre, 1953), «Analecta Sacri Ordinis Cisterciensis», 9 (1953), 78-91. 
For St. Thomas Aquinas: L BIFFI, I Misteri della Vita di Cristo nei Commentari Biblici di San Tom
maso d'Aquino, in «Divus Thomas)}, 53 (3rd ser. Piacenza 1976), 217-254. 

15 Histoire et Mystère (Cahiers de l'Actualité Religeuse, 18), Casterman, Paris 1962, 7. 
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A biblical view of reality indudes its vertical dimensiono This is espe
cially true of a biblical view of history which sees in the fact that ali hu
man action Iies open to God, the most certain guarantee of freedom: hu
man beings are not part of an ineluctable system. The fundamental open
ness of ali human activity is grounded in the mysterious dimension of that 
activity by which, while remaining completely human, is a dependent shar
ing in the divine activity. That history is a work of God flows inevitably 
from the biblical teaching that the universe is a creation of God. If, however, 
we apply a univocal concept of causality to this notion, we find ourselves 
making God and man rivals. Either God causes or man causes. The truth 
is that divine and human causality are related analogousIy; they are not in 
competition. It is in the nature of divine causality, which freely flows from 
the «diffusive» quality of the divine goodness, that it create and sustain the 
causality proper to creatures. As Thomas Aquinas expressed it: «To deny 
that created things have their own proper acdons is to derogate from the 
divine goodness» ". This insight, completely biblical in its affirmation of the 
autonomous but dependent nature of human activity, formed the consistent 
basis for the outlook on the events narrated by the Scriptures and inter
preted by sixteen subsequent centuries. We must now try to understand how 
fascinadon with the «proper acdons» of creatures obscured their relation to 
the Creator. 

IL THE ACCENT ON HORIZONTAL CAUSALITY 

At a certain point in Western thought, it became impossiblè to inter
pret history in a figurai manner. This carne about through a loss of the sense 
of the vertical dimension of history which was itself part of a Iarger spiritual 
current in Europe. The story has been toId many dmes, but only recent1y 
have the implications of this movement been appredated as it relates to the 
use of the historical methods in understanding the Bible. I wish here to 
touchbriefly on this aspect of biblical study insofar as it will help us to 
elaborate some basie prindples needed to synthesize the legidmate horizon
tal or autonomous inteIHgibility of biblical history and its vertical or depen
dent intelligibility or, in terms of our study, the reladon befween the imi
tadon of Christ as extrinsie model and the imitadon of Christ as interior 
principle of life. 

36 SCG 3, 69. The text runs: «Detrahel'e ergo actiones p1'Oprias a rebus creatis est divinae 
bonitati derogare». EarHer in the same section, we read: «Si nulla creatura habet aliquam actionem 
ad aliquem effectum producendum, multum detrahitur perfectioni creaturae; ex abundantia enim per
fectionis est quod perfectionem quam aliquid habet possit alteri communÌcare». For a discussion of 
the analogous and participatory nature of human causality, see C. FABRO, Participàtion (note 4), 
488·508. 
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A. The Divergence 01 Horizons 

During a four hundred years period, from approximately 1300 to 1680, 
the accepted biblical view of the universe, shored up by an Aristotelian cos
mology, came under increasing attacb It was not that no one had confront
ed the biblical view of history or cosmos prior to that 37. The shift in think
ing that I am describing here is not merely a matter of applying criticaI 
norms to the biblical text. It is rather the adopting of a radically different 
view of the reality about which the Bible is speaking. For nearly two thou
sand years, the Western mind had looked at the material universe though 
the lens of an Aristotelian perspective. The gaps and inconsistencies in this 
view had been noted, particularly since the early fourteenth century, but 
it required nearly three hundred years of observation and experimentation 
to bring the data to a point of «criticai mass». Then it was possible to ar
ticulate a completely different paradigm which made of the so-ca!!ed «sden
tific revolutio1l» a factor in Western history which, according to the historian 
Herbert Butterfield, «outshines everything since the rise of Christianity and 
reduces the Renaissance and Reformation to the rank of mere episodes, mere 
internaI displacements, within the system of medieval Christendom» ". 

It is difficult to overestimate the impact on European throught made 
by Sir Isa.c Newton's Phi!osophiae Naturalis Mathematica Principia 39. This 
was the first complete par.digm providing an alternative to the Aristotelian 
view of mechanics offered in nearly two millennia. Bec.use it presented both 
heavenly and e.rthly phenomena as instances of .n overriding set of m.the
matical principles, it provided, for the first time, a vision of what it would 
be like to understand alI reality in terms of a single complex of laws 40 Bas-

37 Origen in his day bad applied the norms af hellenistic rhetoric and history writing to thc 
Gospels and this included categorizing its narratives as recounting events that happened, that might 
have happened but did not, and which never couId have happened, Origen gets this dassification 
from thc Alexandrian rhetorician Adius Theon. Sce R. GRAN!, The Eal'liest Lives 01 Jesus, Harper, 
New York 1961; 65 et passim. See also, thc same author's Historical Criticism in the Ancient Chruch, 
JR 25 (1945), 183·196. 

38 The Origins 01 Modern Science, The Free Press, New York, 1957 (rev. ed.), 7. One may also 
consult with profit his essay, Dante's View 01 th~ Universe, in A Short History 01 Science. Originis 
and Results 01 the Scientific Revolunon, Doublcday (Anchor), Ncw York 1951, 1-9. 

39 For tbc purposes of our study, the most useful studies are: M, BUCKLEY, The Newtonian 
Settlement and the Origins 01 Atheism, in Physics, Philosophy, and Theology: A Common Quest for 
Understanding, eds, R. RUSSEL, W, STOEGER, and G, GOYNE, Vatican Observatory, Vatican City State 
1988, 81-102, This is a summary of a larger work, At the Origins 01 Modern Atheism, Yale Univesi
ty Press, New Haven, 1988. Also vcry useful 1S thc study by p, GAY, The Enlightenment. An In
terpretation, voI. I, The Rise 01 Modern Paganism, Norton, New York 1966, and eh. 9 in BU1'TBR

FIELD'S, The Origins 01 Modern Scfence (ibid.), «Thc Tl'ansition to the Philosophe Movemcnt in the 
Reign of Louis XIV», 

40 The foundationalism inspired by the Cartesian anxiety playcd a large part in framing this 
ideaI, but it need not have done so. A good analysis of this «anxiety» is provided by RrclIARD 

BERNSTEIN in Beyond Objectivism and Relativism. Science, Hermenutics and Praxis, University of Penn" 
sylvania Press, Philade1phia, 1985. 
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ically, as we have seen, such an ideaI derives from a Christian view of crea
tion, one which sees that the universe as made by God can yield an au
tonomous intelligibility. 

Unfortunately, the minds who first elaborated the new mentality were 
unequal to the cballenge of integrating a perfectly legitimate search for an 
intrinsie or autonomous intelligibility of the universe based on horizontal 
causality with a correlative understanding based on vertieal causality. There 
were reasons for this. The atmosphere was stridently opposed to tradition 
in any form and in partieular to the authority of a Christian vision of reali
ty 41. Then, too, the universal extent of the Newtonian explanation of the 
universe persuaded Christian apologists to adopt Newton's optimism that the 
existence of the Creator couldbe established by the consideration of the 
laws of that universe. They fai!ed to see that by abandoning any faith view 
of creation, they had changed it from being a word from God to being a 
vestige of the Prime Mover. Thus, they tacitly accepted the position that 
the Christian faith neither established nor defended its own first principle, 
namely, the existence of God, but rather relied on <<natural phi!osphy» to 
do that. . 

Modern atheism arose when it became evident that, while religion needed 
physies to establish its fundamental principle, physies did not need religion. 
Thus, the Newtonian world was set on its head by men like Denis Diderot 
and Baron Paul d'Holbach whocorrectly saw that a coherent explanation 
of the universe could be supplied by the use of Newtonian physics without 
any recourse to a Supreme Being. In the words of Michael Buckley, «Athe
ism came out of a turn in the road in the development and autonomy of 
physies» 42. 

Once the European mind became used to the idea that the universe 
was endowed with an autonomous intelligibility, the challenge of demonstrating 
the complementary truth, namely, that the universe does not have an in
dependent intelligibility, became more and more difficult, and remains so 
unti! our day. This is not the pIace to trace the history of the various cur
rents of thought whieh have come to grips with this problem or to measure 
their successo Thc notion of creation was never arrived at by the use of 
unaided reason. It required revelation 4'. The light needed now comes from 

41 In addition to the works cited in note 39 above, one should consult PAUL HAZARD'S vivid 
description of the thought climate of the day in his European Thought in the Eighteenth Century. 
From Montesquieu to Lessing, tr. L. MAY Peter Smith, Gloucester, MA 1973 (repr.). 

42 «The Newtonian Settlementl) (note 39), 96. I am indebtcd in this portion of my papcr to 
both of Buckley's studies mentioned in thc aforesa1d note. It strikes me that the benevolcnt athe-
1sm of a thinker like Stephen Hawkins results from this thol'oughgoing conviction that questions 
that move beyond thc l'calm of physics are simpIy non-questions. See A Briel History 01 Time, Ban
tam, New York 1988. 

43 This has been dearly dcmonstl'ated by ROBERT SOl<OLOWSKl in his The God oj Faith and Rea
sono Foundations 01 a Christian Theology, University of Notl'e Dame Press, Notre Dame/London 1982, 
esp. chs. 1-4. 
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the same source ii we are to appreciate the validity of modernity's stance 
in regard to the autonomy of the universe and to integrate that with the 
fact of its dependence upon the God and Father of Our Lord Jesus Christ. 
We must go on to see how the search for internai coherence on the leve! 
of horizontal causality affected the historical i1iterpretation of Scripture. 

B. «The Eclipse 01 Biblical Narrative» 

We have seen that the basic biblical view of event, a view which ex
tended at least into the late middle ages, saw each event as endowed with 
an «aura», what Jean Lacroix called hs «mystery» or «vertical dimensiou». 
The basis of this view was a grasp on the intrinsic reladon of ali created 
reality to God 44. In a world in which most natural phenomena remained 
unexplained, the «mysterious» or vertical dimension of reality was equated 
with its unintelligibility on a horizontal piane. As this latter dimension of 
reality yielded its intelligibility, it was not a long step for some to conclude 
that, at least in prindple, there was no more mystery in the universe. 

Thus, we can trace a trajectory in the understanding of the events re
counted by the Scriptures that parallels that of the understanding of the 
material universe: what isexplained in terms of horizontal causallty is suffi
cient1y explained and there need be no recourse to a direct intervention on 
the part of the Deity. We are fortunate in having two recent studies which 
trace this trajectory. One is the book whose title is alluded to by this sec
don heading. It was written by Hans Frei who, unti! his death, was Profes
sor of Religious Studies at Yale 4', and the other is the more recent work 
by Henning Grai Reventiow, Professor of Olci 'l'estament at the University 
of Bochum 46. 

My contention is this: as the vertical dimension of the biblical view 
of events faded from consdousness, the very nature of the biblical narra· 
tives themselves was misunderstood. This progressive misunderstanding 
paralle!ed the movement of thought in the physical sdences and in history 

44 This is fouod, for instance in 5th. I, q. 44, a. 1, ad 1 where Aquinas teaches that «relation
ship» (habitudo) to a cause pertains to thc nature (rafia) of Il caused being, in thc same way as 
being able to Jaugh belongs to human nature (as essential property). LACROIX in it distinguishes thc 
residue of intelligibility which as yet escapes our investigations from «mystery)} which is thc mean
ing conveyed by thc universe predsely as a symbolic expression of hs Cause: Histoire et Mystère 
(note .35), 101-134, Also instructive in this regard are the remarks of JOSEPH PIEPER in The Silence 
01 St. Thomas, trs. J. MURRAY and D, O'CONNOR, Panthcon, New York 1957) conccrning the awareness 
of creatcdness implied in every judgment concerning the things of this world, See particularly pp. 
57-67. 

45 The Eclipse 01 Biblical Narrative, Yale University Press, New Haven 1974. 
46 The Authority 01 the Bible and the Rise 01 the Modern Wodd, tr. J, BOWDEN, Fortress, Philadel· 

prua 1985. Further bibliographical material can be found in thc work of Frei and particularly that 
of Reventlow. 
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more generally, though history remained an underdeveloped discipline unti! 
a later periodo 

C. Latitudinarians and Deists in England 

A common outlook can be discerned in the work of Newton, the apol
ogists who relied on him, and others who were responsible for the fundamen
tal shift in understanding biblical narrative. Newton's friend and admirer 
John Locke not only established a representationist epistemology that was 
concerned with the truth of propositions; he also applied this to the bibli
cal text itself. Thus, Locke states that when God speaks to men, «I do not 
think, he speaks differently from them, in crossing the Rules of language 
in use among them» 47. Of course, Locke understands these «Rules» to be 
in keeping with his own epistemologica! theory 48. 

Locke' s epistemology is applied in a more thoughgoing fashing in the 
field of biblica! interpretation in the work of his disciple and friend, An
thony Collins. It is interesting to observe that the famous debate between 
Collins and William Whiston involved two men who, though vigorous op
ponents, had both embraced, each in his own way, the notion set forth by 
John Locke that, <<fiO Proposition can be received for Divine Revelation or 
obtain the Assent due to ali such if it be contradictory to our clear intui
tive Knowledge ... Whether it be a divine Revelation or not, Reason must 
judge ... » 49 

In 1707, Whiston, a mathematician turned theologian and a close friend 
of Newton, gave the Boyle lectures, following in the line of such illustrious 
predecessors as Richard Bentley and Samuel Clarke '0. His theme was the 
fulfillment of prophecy. Rejecting the possibility of any typologica! intepre
tation, Whiston maintained that the prophecies of the Old Testament were 
intended by their originaI authors to refer to Chris!. This led him 15 years 
later to publish An Essay Towards Restoring the True Text 01 the Old Testa
ment in which he developed his thesis that the J ews of the first and second 
centuries corrupted the text of the Old Testament in order to underçut the 
use Jesus and the Apostles had made of it. This prompted Anthony Collins 

47 Treatise on Civil Government, I, 46. Cited by REVENTLOW, The Authority of the Bible, ibid" 
276. 

48 For a discussion of Locke's notions in this regard, one may consult: F. COPPLESTON, A His
tory of Philosphy, voI. 5, Modern Philosphy: The British Philosphers, part I, Hobbes to Paley, Doubleday 
Image, New York 1964, eh. 6 «Locke (3)>>; also, C. GUNTON, Enlightenment and Alicnation, Eerd
mans, Grand Rapids 1985, 17-20. 

49 An Essay Conceming Human Understanding IV, 18, 5. Cited by REVENTLOW, Thc Authority 
(note 46), 257. 

so For a discussion of Robert Boyle and thc important role played in the late seventeenth and 
early eighteenth centuries by the lecture series he founded, see: BUCKLEY, At The Origins (note 39), 
169; COPPLESTON, A History (note 48), eh. 8; REVENTLOW, Thc Authoril:y (note 46), 362ft 
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in 1724 to respond with his Discourse 01 the Grounds and Reasons 01 the 
Christian Religion. Collins had already expressed his epistemological posidon 
in a ptevious essay in which he stated, «By Reason I understand the faculty 
of the Mind whereby it petcdves the Truth, Falsehood, Probability or 1m
probability of Propositions»". The result of Collins' attack was, in the words 
of Hans Frei, that: 

Under Collins' guiding hand an argument over the meaning and interpretation of bibH~ 
ca1 narratives had turned into ene over the reference cf these narratives ... A historical 
criterion had now come to adjuclicate the meaning òf the history~like narrative biblical 
texts S2. 

Thus, Whiston, the mathematician-theologian, and Collins, the 
philosopher, one coming from the world of Newtonian mechanics and the 
other from the world of Lockean epistemology, managed, despite themselves, 
to agree on one thing: bibiicai statements can have meaning only as osten
sive referential utterances. Since ali truth was consideted to consist of propo
sidons representadve of experience within a dosed system, the only truth 
of narradve was in its ostensive refetence to events perceived by the senses. 
A narradve was true if it represented factuality. Its truth could be judged 
by the standards of proposidonal statements which were in turn measured 
by the likelihood that the events occurred as reported. The art of convey
ing through narradve the divine dimension of events and their reladon to 
one another could make no sense in terms of Lockean (and later a Kantian) 
epistemology. 

In the same way, the words of prophecy can refer either to a contem
porary event or a future event, but not to both. Once it was deniect that 
the events themselves and the words used to mediate them could refet to 
one another analogically in view of an acdon of God within crea don, there 
was no other choice. On the basis of an epistemology that made reason the 
uldmate norm the Scriptures were judged dike any other literature». The 
hidden ptesupposition in this proposal is that the rational norms established 
by the Enlightenment are adequate to the reality intended by human dis
course. Thus, we have alteady begun a situadon described recently by Louis 
Dupré as still prevailing: 

ReIigion has been allotted a specific field cf consciousness ruIed by methods cf its OWD, 

but the finaI judgment on truth has been withdrawn trom its jurisdiction and removed 
to the generaI domain of epistemic criteriology", Truth, if stilI granted to religious affir
mations, no longer springs from viithin faith but is extrinsically conveyed to faith 53, 

51 Essay concerning the Use 01 Reason in Propositions, the Evidence whereol depends on Human 
Testimony, cited by REVENTJ.OW, The Authority (note 46), 354 (italics added), 

S2 Eclipse (note 45), 84·85, 
53 Note on the idea 01 Religious Truth in the Christian Tradition, in «The Thomist», 52 (1988), 

499-512; citation is from 509. 
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D. Historical Criticism in Germany 

The atdtude of the Latitudinarian (Locke) gave way to that of the Deist 
(Collins) as the storm center of the debate shifted from England to Germa
ny 54. From about 1750 onward, Germany became the leader in the appli
cation of historical methods to the biblical text. The newhess of this ap
proach lay not so much in a criticaI investigation of the biblica! text, a thing 
even in its modern form as old as the work of Richard Simon (1638-1712) 
and Jean Astruc (1684-1766), hut rather in the particular view of the na
ture of the history which served as the basis of the critique. Briefly put, 
this view is that history possesses an autonomous intelligibility similar to 
that of the physical sciences and that any understanding of historical events 
is to be achieved by studying them in their chronologica! and «causah, 
context 5S. 

Though the elaboration of Kantian epistemology served in generaI to 
prop up the outlook initiated by Newtonian physics, Kant's own exegetical 
efforts in his Religion Within the Limits 01 Reason Alone (the title serveS 
to locate him) were largely rejected. Kant argued that the biblical narratives 
were ideas in story form and that these ideas, when correctly (that is, alle
gorica!ly) understood, express the basic mora! teaching of sound reason. He 
also added that they serve to trace the movement of the subject from radi
cal evi! to the dominance of good will 56. Such a position ignores altogether 
the historical setting of what was in the Bible, and most commentators, of 
whatever pIace on the spectrum, were unwilling to go that far. 

E. The Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries 

The most notable achievements of the nineteenth century are to be found 
in the perfecting of the historical-critica! approach to the Scriptures rather 
than in any significant advance in philosophica! understanding of the back
ground and basic principles governing the approach. It was during this peri
od and continuing into the twentieth century that the historica!-critical ap-

54 Actually, there was an intermediate stage, that cf the Neologists, such as J.S. Semler and J,D. 
Michaelis, who, under the influcnce of the English Deists, had movcd from Pietism to a position 
called Neologism that regarded religious truth as historically manifested and appropriable but not dis
covel'able by reason. See the opening chapter cf JOHN ROGERSON'S study, Old Testament Criticism in 
the Nt'neteenth Century, Fortress Press, Philadelprua 1985, 

S5 Giambattista Vico pointed out in 1725 the tendency of thc history writing of his day to strive 
for the same type of exactitude as thc physical scicnces, His critique, however, which paved the 
way for Wilhelm Dilthey, is bound by the same fascination with horizontal causality and the exc1u
sive search for autonomous intelligibility in thc histol'icaI sciences, See F, COPPLESTON, A History 
(note 48), vaL 6, eh. 8, «Bossuet and Vico»; also, ]. BLEICUER, Contemporary Henneneutics, Henneneutics 
as Method, Philosophy and Critique, Routledge and Kegan PauI, London 1980, 16·17. 

56 I owe this latteI' obscrvation to FREI, Eclipse (note 45), 263. 
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proach showed its capacity to render aspects of the Scriptures more intel
Iigible. It also began to acquire a certain capacity for auto-correction. 
However, the «dosed system» view of history inherited from the eighteenth 
century has continued to our day to leave a legacy of ambivalence. 

The interpretation of the biblical text is done according to the methods 
governing any text, but these methods themselves are not scrutinized for 
the philosophical heritage that they perpetuate in regard to epistemology, 
cosmology, and history.What is e1aborated as generai hermeneutics cannot 
integrate the specifically biblical teaching concerning creation and the con
sequent view of the vertieal dimension of all human activity. This means 
that the events spoken about in the Scriptures cannot be understood as they 
are related: they are either read as factual reports or re-read as myths. Their 
application to the present can only be in terms of a generai moral and reli
gious experience available in other ways by the use of reason. The unique 
biblical mode of predication described by literary critics such as Sternberg, 
Frye, and Auerbach is bypassed. 

By not considering an essential dimension of human activity, the 
historical-critical approach has restricted itself unnecessarily and has reduced 
its capacity to serve in an overall effort to render the biblical witness intel
ligible. Without a capacity to account for the manner in whieh the biblical 
text mediates a world of analogously related events, investigators are Idt 
with a difficult choiee. Some understand the Bible to mean exactly what 
it says, but conclude that what it says is irrelevant for any other age. Others, 
far more numerous, conclude that the Bible is expressing something which 
can and must be rendered understandable to us today. For some, this me
ans that the mythic expressions of a more primitive religious mind must be 
unencumbered and allowed to speak to our age". Other scholars continue 
to regard the Scriptures as one classie expression among many in the world 
which give symbolic expression to the mystery of human existence and point 
to a way of Iife that is meaningful. This is a variation on the theme al
ready enunciated by J ohn Locke: «Hence I tbink I may conclude that Morality 
is the proper Science and Business of Mankind in generai» 58. Retaining the 
neologism of Semler and Michaelis, others regard the Scriptures, partieular
Iy the NT, as one important witness among many to the historical manifesta
tion of some revelation. Stili others accord the Scriptures an authoritative 

57 This position is assodated with Rudolf Bultmann who, moreover, was so indebted to thc neo· 
kantian thought prevalent at Marburg that for him all human thinking was a «worh af human na
tute done in a dosed system and nccessarily sinful and unavailing for salvation. Scc R. JOHNSON, 

Tbe Origins oj Demythologizing. Philosphy and Historiography in the Theology oj Rudolf Bultmann (Studies 
in thc History af Religions, 28), Brill, Leiden 1974, 

58 An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 1,3,6; quoted by REVENTLOW, The Authority (note 
46), from the edition by P.H. Nidditch. Thc reduction of Christianity to a noble morality was criti
cized by AnoLF SCI-ILATTER in the early part of this century: Atheistische Methoden in der Theologie, 
in Zur Theologie des Neuen Testament und 1,ur Dogmatik (Theologische Bucherei, 41), cd. ULRICH LUCK, 
Kaiser, Mtinchcn 1969, 134-150. 
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pIace in theology but find the narrative portions, the greater part of the 
Bible, difficult to interpreto These also are tributaries of the Lockean insis
tence that truth is propositional. There are, finaIIy, stili others who are at
tempting to appredate the narrative mediating mode of the Bible, but as 
yet have not been able to elaborate interpretive principles that correspond 
to the combination of historical referent and symbolic interpretation that 
characterizes biblical narrative 59. 

The inability to relate biblical events to one another on the leve! of 
being, that is, as they are a participation in the revealing and saving activi
ty of God in Christ, has meant that the final result of historical investiga
tion has been alineation rather than communication. In the famous words 
of Albert Schweitzer: 

A curious thing has happened to reseal'ch into the life of ]esus, lt set out in quest of 
the historicaI Jesus, believing that when it had found him it could bring him straight 
into our dme as Teacher and Saviour. It loosed the bands by which for centuries he 
had been chaincd to thc rocks of ecclesiastical doctrine, and rejoiced when life and move
ment carne into the figure once more, and it could see the historical man Jesus coming 
to meet it. But he d~d not stay: he passed by our time and teturned to his own (lO. 

I believe that it is possible to move beyond the impasse so e!oquently 
described by Schweitzer by complementing the historical-critical approach to 
the NT with an «analogical» approach that seeks to recover what was sound 
in the basic insight of generations of believers I have already descHbed. This 
insight may be calIed an analogy of historical being based on the action :of 
God, the creator, in the world as this is supreme!y realized in Jesus Christ. 
In the third and final section of this study, I wish to present a brief sketch 
of how a reconsideration of the notion of the imitation of Christ can con
tribute to such an effort. 

III. THE IMITATION OF CHRIST 

It is not my intention to develop here the rich traditional teaching con
cerning the imitation of Christ 61. I wish rather to indicate how a recon-

5~ Thc number of scholars at work in this area and thc material they are presently producing 
in vasto A reference to some of the issues involved may be fouod in the article, Literaly Theory, 
Philosophy 01 History and Exegesis referred to io note 26. Sec also the reccnt study of L DE LA POT
TERlE, The Multiplication 01 the loaves in the lile 01 ]esus, <iCommuoio», 16 (1989), 499-516, for a 
good ioldal method and biobliography. 

60 The Quest of the Historical ]esus, tr. W. MONTGOMERY, Macmillan, New York 1968, 399. The 
last Hoe of thc translation has beeo emended according t9 the observation by ROBERT MADDOX in 
his translation of FERDINAND HAHN'S use of this quote in Histoncat Investigation and New Testament 
Faith. Two Essays, ed, EDGAR KRENTZ, Fortress Press, Philadelphia 1983, 27 and 33, n, 18. 

61 Far a valuable summary, one may consult the article by E. CO'fl-lENET, Imitation du Christ, 
in Dictionnaire de Spiritualité 7, Beauchesne, Paris 1971, 1536·1601. 
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sideration of this aspeet of Christian doetrine as it is already present in the 
NT ean, with the help of historical and literary criticism, help us recover 
a sense of the vertical dimension of events and thus provide the necessary 
complement to the approach which has characterized scripture study for the 
last two centuries. 

One of the issues that has served to obfuscate modern approaches to 
an understanding of the NT teaching on the imitation of Christ has been 
the resistance, especially on the part of Protestant scholars, to the very no
tion of imitation. Martin Luther was rightly opposed to a late medieval ten
dency toward a moralizing concept of the imitation of Christ that was later 
to develop into the Enlightenment admiration of Jesus as a hero to be imi
tated in the same way as Socrates and others. We may see this in Rous
seau's comparison between Jesus and Socrates in La Profession de Foi du 
Vicaire Savoyard mentioned at the outset of this study, and in John Locke's 
contention that the fole oE Jesns was «Eor the reforming oE the morality of 
the world» 6'. 

Luther sought to avoid this rationalistic mora!izing by insisting on a 
distinction between the NT doctrine of the following (Nachfolge) of Jesus 
and the notion of the imitation (Nachahmung) of Jesus. Some recent Protes
tant studies, and the work by the Roman Catho!ic Anselm Schulz 6', con
tinue Luther' s suspicion of the notion of «imitatioll», alleging hellenistic in
f1uence in the use of words related to mimeisthai. Words from this root are 
found almost exclusively in the Pau!ine !iterature 64, which exploits their 
former association even while pressing them into the service of a uniquely 
Christian concept. The use of this term has nothing in common with the 
<<elosed system» reduction of Christianitv to a noble morale teachini! so charac
teristic of the Enlightenment and its predecessors 6'. Actually, A';gustine put 
it succinctly when he said: «Quid est enim sequi nisi imitari?» ". 

To understand the NT teaching on the following or imitation of Christ 
requires a deeper appreciation of that dimension of biblical thinking which 
I have characterized by the traditional terms figuraI, or typological or even 
analogical. In the following brief discussion, I will restrict my remarks to 
a !imited number of instances which can serve as iIIustrations of NT teach
ing about the imitation of Christ. I will then provide some concluding 
reflections. 

66 A second Vindication 01 the Reasonableness oj Christianity dted by REVENTLOW, The Authority 
(note 46), 260. 

63 Nachfolgen und Nachahmen. Studien iiber MS Verh/lltnis der neutestamentlichen ]ungerschaft zur 
urchristlichen Vorbildethik, K6sel-Verlag, Mlinchen 1962. 

64 Tbe other occurrences are: 3 Jn 11; Heb 6:12; 13:11. 
65 This has been cIearly established by E. Cothenet in thc first part of thc article in DSp mcn

tioncd in note 61. See also, D. STANLEY, «Become Imitators oj me»: The Pauline Conception 01 Apostolic 
Tradition, Bib 40 (1959), 859·877. 

460n Holy Virginity, 27 (PG 40, 411B). 
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A. Selections Irom the Synoptic Material 

A striking example of the figurai manner of presenting events in the 
Iife of Jesus can he found in the various vocation stories in the Gospels. 
First, the basic schema already found in the cali of Elisha by Elijah (1 Kgs 
19, 21-22) can often be discerned in the cali narratives in the Gospels: 1) 
the Caller comes upon/sees the Called engaged at his occupation; 2) he ver
bally (or symbolically) calls him; 3) there is a seeking for a delay of the 
cali (not always present); 4) the Called one follows 67. We see this schema 
in the cali of the first four disciples in Mt 4:18-22 I Mk 1:16-20; the cali 
of Matthew/Levi (Mt 9:9 I Mk 2:14 I Lk 5:27-28); and in Luke's version 
of the cali of Peter and the others (Lk 5:1-11). The purpose of these tight
Iy schematized narratives is not only to resume in Jesus the prophetic authori
ty of Elijah; it is also to present for generations of future disciples the true 
nature of their cali. 

The cali is a personal one; it is meant to interrupt one's worldly pur
suits and attachments; to leave everything and belong to the communhy of 
those who believe in Jesus, serve him, and share in his ministry 68. While 
the first disceples are portrayed as having a special ministerial role, e1ements 
of the cali narratives can be found in many stories. Peter's Mother in Law, 
once healed by Jesus, gets up and serves (dièkonei) him/the disciples (Mt 
8:14-15 I Mk 1:29-31 I Lk 4:38-39). The blind man/men at Jericho, when 
sight is restored, followed (èkoluthei) him «on the Way» (Mk) , «glorifying 
God» (Lk) (Mt 20:29-34 I Mk 10:46-52 I Lk 18:35-43). The healed blind 
man in Jetusalem worshipped Jesus (]n 9:38), and the women whom Jesus 
healed accompanied him 69 and served (dièkonoun) him. 

One act on the part of Jesus is particularly singled out for imitation 
by the disciples: his death in obedience to the Father. The inner circle of 
disciples is addressed in terms indicating a share in .his «baptism» (Mk 10:38) 
or «cup» (Mt 20:22 I Mk 10:38). However, they and ali those who would 
follow Jesus are directly addressed in terms of his cross. The saying about 
taking up the cross belongs among the authentic logia of Jesus 70. The ex
tension and transposition of the saying is effected by various NT theologians 
in their literary presentation of h. Mark has il addressed to «the crowd with 
his disciples» (Mk 8:34). Luke .dds <<each day» (Lk 9:23), and Mt 10:38 I 

67 It is interesting to note how Josephus (Antiquìties 8,13,7) rewrites the condusion of the call 
of Elisha. 1 Kgs 19:22 reads: ~(And he rose up and he walked alter Elijah, and he served him». This 
is interpreted by Josephus: « ... so long as E1ijah was alive he was his disdple (mathethès) and servant 
(diakonos)>>. See F. MARTIN, Narrative PtI1'Clllels to /he New Tes/ament (note 17), «OT 49·50»). 

68 The difference between Jesus' calI and that of thc rabbis of his day 1s forcefulJy elaborated 
by MAR'I1N HENGEL in his The Charismatic Leader and fIis Followers, tr. J. GRElG, ,Crossroad, New 
York 1981. 

69 «Followed him» according to a later description in Mt 27:55 and Lk 23:49. . 
7~ J. GWYN GRIFFTIIS, The Disciple's Cross, NTS 16 (1970/71), 358-364; R. PESCH, DM Mar

kusevangelium (HTKNT, 2). 2. Teil, Herder, Freiburg 1984, 60. 
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Lk 14:27 generalize the cali lO «whoever». (See Mt 16:24-26 / Mk 8:34-37 
/ Lk 9:23-25, and Mt 10:38-39/ Lk 14:27 + 17:33). This theological broaden
ing of the command to include disciples of ali generations is part of the 
figurai or analogical thinking I have been referring to. It is the basis for 
the fact that Luke can cali ali those who believe in Jesus «disciples» (Acts 
6:1.2.7; 9:10; 16:1, etc.). 

In the theological transposition effected by the. evangelists, the cali to 
«follow» or «serve» Jesus was extended to ali those generations who would 
come to faith in him. The Gospel writers were not attempting to convey 
edifying or imitable information about a dead master; they were describing 
for believers what it means to live in communion with a living Lord. Every 
believer, each in his or her owh way, is also called to preach, to live in 
a community with Jesus and with those who serve him, and to share his 
life, his commitment to the Father, his death and resurrection. To follow 
J esus means for each believer that imitation of him which, while it involves 
historical activity, is no mere external repetition of the events in Jesus' life. 
It is, to use the phrase of Ignatius of Antioch, an imitation in activity and 
in Spirit (sarkikòs kai pneumatikòs) ". 

B. Aspects of the Pauline Teaching on the Imitation of Christ 

As has already been noted, «imitatioll» terminology is largely restricted 
to the Pauline literature. It would be a mistake, however, to confine our 
attention exclusively to those six (or seven) passages where the terminology 
occurs 72. These passages, with the exception of Eph 5: 1, ali belong to that 
particular Pauline notion of imitating another (usually Paul; see however, 1 
Thes 1: 7), who is himself imitating Christ. David Stanley speaks perceptive
Iy of a «mediated imitatioll» which he describes as springing «both from Pau!' s 
apostolic authority as an authentic representative of Christian tradition and 
from the recognized need of those· he has fathered in the faith to have an 
objective norm against which they can "test" (dokimazein) the influnce of 
the Spiri t» 73. 

Paul describes himself as an imitator of Christ in 1 Cor 11: 1 and he 
frequent1y holds Jesus up as an example to the believers. A closer look at 
some of these passages reveals a teaching on the imitation of Christ that 
articulates and deepens that already contained in the transpositions represented 

11 To the Magnesians 1,2 3;ud eJsewhere. See E,]. TINSLEY, The <~imitatio Christi» in thc Mysticism 
01 St. Ignatius 01 Antioch, in Papers Presented fa the Second Internation Conference on Patristic Studies. 
Studia Patristic4 II (TU 64), ecls. K. AtAND and F.L. Cnoss, Akademie Verlag, Berlin 1957,553·560. 

12 Mimeisthai: 2 Thes 3:7.9; mimetès: 1 Cor 4:6; 11:1; 1 Thes 1:6; 2:14 (Eph 5:1). 
73 <<Eccome Imitatoys» (note 65), 877. This is a more correct picture than that given by W. 

MICHAELIS (TDNT 5, 659·674) who still shares Luther's reluctance to see any notion of Vorbild in 
thc NT. 
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by the Synoptic tradition. First, as E.G. Gulin already noted, exhorations 
to imitate Christ, even in daily aHairs, always allude in one way or another 
to his death 74. In 2 Cor 8:9, the Corinthians are urged to be generous in 
their contribution for the poor in Jerusalem and are reminded of «the gra
ciousness (charis) of our Lord Jesus Christ: he became poor for you though 
he is rieh, that you, by his poverty might become rieh». The recipients of 
Paul' s Letter to the Romans are told that those of us who are strong must 
bear (bastazein) with the weaknesses of those less strong and not please our
selves. Rather each must seek to please his neighbor in what is good for 
the upbuilding of ali. <\Tust as Christ did not please himseH, as it is writ
ten, "The reproaches of those who reproached you fell on me"» (Rom 15:1-3). 
Mutual forgiveness is based on Christ's forgiveness (Col 3:13) and the Let
ter to the Ephesians urges an imitation of God, as beloved children, a walking 
in love, «just as Christ loved us and gave himself over for us ... » (Eph 5:1-2). 
Finally, unity, mutuallove, and humility are grounded on that act of Christ 
by whieh he emptied himseH, became obedient unto death and was thus 
exalted (Phil 2:5-11). 

The Synopties, by their way of narrating and in their redacting the tra
dition of the words of J esus, focus the Christian life on that moment of 
Jesus' life in which his who!e attitude to the Father reached its distillation 
and climax: we are to take up our cross daily (Lk 9:23) ". Paul also points 
his hearers in the same direction, not only in reagard to the sufferings and 
persecution which come from living and preaching the Gospel - we were 
destined for this (1 Thes 3:3-4; Phil 1:29) - but in the events of everyday 
community life. 

Paul, however, goes further in his artieulation of the nature of this im
itation. Jesus, risen from the dead and in majestic glory with the Father, 
is the source of the Christian' s life. That act of love in whieh he died and 
in whieh he reamins fixed forever is the event which is shared in and real
ized by each believer each in his or her own way. Thus, the wounds on 
Paul's body are the stigmata lèsou (Gal 6:17). Again, the weakness, the depri
vations, the lack of socia! standing, the loneliness are part of the dying of 
J esus which the preachers of the Gospel bear in their body so that the life 
of Jesus may be made manifest in this same dimension of earthly existence 
(see 2 Cor 4:10-11) ". This is the meaning of the phrase, «I live, though 
no longer I, Christ lives in me», which is intimately linked with the pas-

74 Die Freude im Neuen Testament, in Anna/es Academie Scientiarium Fennicae (Sel'. B, Tom 26,2), 
Tiedeakatemian Toimituksia, Suomalaisen 1932, 234-240. 

15 Paul says the same af himself in 1 Cor 15:31: «1 die each day (kath èmeran)>>. 1t would be 
wrong however to imagine that it was only the death of Christ that was imitable by the Christians. 
In 2 Cor 10:1, he appeals to them «by the gentleness and magnanimity of Christ». See Cothenet 
in the DSp ardde (note 61), 1552. 

16 See thc remarkable study by N. BAUMERT, Tdglich Sterben und Auferstehen. Der Literalsinn von 
2 Kor 4.12-5.10 (SANT, 34), K6sel-Verlag, Mlinchen 1973. 
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sion of Christ: «What I now live in the flesh, I live by faìth in the Son 
of God who loved me and gave himself over for me»- (Gal 2:19-20). 

By the innovative use of verbs compounded with the preposìtion syn, 
Paul describes the Christian life as one which is bound up with the events 
in history and meta-history which define the life of Christ. To cite but a 
few examples": we suffer wìth him (Rom 8:17; 1 COY 12:26); we are cru
cified with him (Rom 6:6; Gal 2:19); we died with him (2 Cor 7:3 [2 Tim 
2:11); we (will) live with him (Rom 6:8; 2 Cor 7:3 [2 Tim 2:11); we have 
been brought to life wìth him (Col 2:13; Eph 2:5); we will be glorified wìth 
him (Rom 8: 17). Paul, who offers himself for imìtation by those to whom 
he has preached, says that his greatest desire is «to know him, and the power 
of his resurrection and a sharing (koinonia) in his suffering, being conformed 
(summorphizomenos) to his death, ìf only I may reach the resurrection from 
the dead». (Phil 3:10-11). Imìtation is participation. 

C.onformity lO the imago of the Son of God which is the goal of God's 
call (Rom 8:29) is thus the true meaning of the imìtation of Christ. It is 
a process of transformation brought about by the Holy Spirìt (2 COY 3:18) 
by which the Mystery, the revelation of God's pian in the death and resur
rection of Christ, is made present to history generation after generation in 
and throught the Church, the Body of Christ. 

C. Some Dimensions of Johannine Teaching on the Imitation of Christ 

In contrast to Paul, the Fourth Gospel does have in common with the 
Synoptic tradition the use of the verb akolouthein. E. Cothenet, in the ar
tide a1ready referred to, describes the point of view proper to John as be
ing «to link the time of the Church to the time of Jesus, or ìf one prefers, 
to show forth the eternai effectiveness (actualitei of the earthly life of Je
sus» 78. In the terms of this study, one goal of the Fourth Gospel is to 
describe the Church's life as an analogous realization of the events in the 
life of Christ. 

The first three uses of akolouthein in John trace a rhythm. Accepting 
the witness of the Baptist, two disciples follow Jesus; he sees them follow
ing him, questions them about their search and then invites them into fe!
lowship with him. Then, Andrew, who is described as «one of the two who 
heard the words of John and followed him», announces the Good News to 
his brother Simon (]n 1:37.38.40). Following Jesus means coming to know 
him, growing in fellowship with him, and making him known. Invitation 
to this intimate sharing of life wìth Jesus can be expressed by, «Follow me» 

77 There is a convenient list in L. CERFAUX, The Christian in tbe Theolof!:Y 01 St. Paul, tr. L. 
SOIRON, Herder and Herder, New York 1966, ,n8. See alsa: W. GIWNDMANN, Syn, in TDNT 6, 
766-797, esp. 78111. 

78 Imitauon du Christ (note 61), 1556. 



Historical criticism and New Testament teaching", 285 

(Jn 6:2; 21:22). The one foIlowing Jesus «wiIl not walk in darkness, but wiIl 
have the light of life» which is Jesus himself (Jn 8:12). 

J esus is the Good Shepherd and his sheep foIlow him because they know 
his voice. They are thus brought into the intimacy of mutuaI knowledge (Jn 
10:4.14). This foIlowing of Jesus, this listening to his voice, is proper to 
those who are «of the truth» (Jn 18:37). To be of the truth is to be «habitu
ally under the influence» of the reve!ation of the Father being effected by 
Jesus ". Those who let themse!ves be influenced by this reve!ation are able 
to hear the voice of Jesus, follow him, and share his life. Those who foIlow 
Jesus now are brought to understand that «the human life of Jesus, his atti
tude as Son, his submission to the Father, these are the tanslation and im
age, on the leve! of history, of the transcendent and intra-divine relation
ship between the Father and the Son» so. 

The disciples are to imitate Jesus in his mission from the Father and 
be sent by Jesus just as he was seht by the Father (Jn 17:18; 20:21). This 
means, according to the principle aIready enunciated in the Synoptic tradi
tion, that «the slave is not greater than his Lord, nor is the messenger greater 
than the one who sent him» (Jn 13:16; see Mt 10:24/ Lk 6:40). When this 
principle is explicitly reiterated in Jn 15:20, its meaning is made elear: «If 
they persecuted me, they wiIl persecute you». Identification with Jesus as 
witness to the truth means identification with him in his passion. It is pre
cise!y the role of the Paraclete to empower the disciple to bear this witness 
in a hostile world SI. The one who ministers to Jesus must foIlow, that is, 
imitate him (Jn 12:26) and leam to hate his life in this life so as to keep 
it for eternai life (Jn 12:25; see Mt 10:37-39 par.). 

It is not, however, only by participating in his function of witness (Jn 
18:37) that the disciples imitate Jesus and share his life. It is aIso and primar
ily by abiding in Jesus and loving one another. Just as Jesus, like the grain 
of wheat, must die to bear fruit (Jn 12:24), so those who are joined to Je
sus, the vine, by remaining in him and loving one another will bear much 
fruit and become his disciples (Jn 15:5.8) S2 

It is, finally, in regard to this mutuai service that Jesus holds up his 
own symbolic prophecy of his passion as the «example» (ypodeigma) for the 
disciples: «You cali me "Teacher" and "Lord" and you speak well: I amo 
If then I washed your feet, the Lord and the Teacher, so you should wash 

19 See L DE LA POTTERlE, La Vérité dans Saint Jean II (AnBib 73/74), PontificaI Biblical Insti
tute, Rome 1977, 617, n, 43, 

.. lbid., 1011-1012. 
81 See the recent work by G, BURGE, The Anointed Community, The Holy Spint in the Johannine 

Tradition, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids 1987,204·211. Burge is dependent to a large extent on the ear
lier work of R. BROWN, Thc Gospel According to John (Anchor BibJe 29/29A), Doubleday, New York 
1966/70, voI. 2, 685-718. 

82 The relation between these two texts and their Eucharistic overtones is brought out by M.
E. BOlSMARD and A, LAMOUlLLE in their L'Evangilc de Jean (Synopse des Quatre Evangiles, III), Cerf, 
Paris 1978, 367-368. 
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each other's feet. I have given you an example so that just as I have done, 
you also do» (]n 13:13-15). It is in this connection that we should also in
clude the famous text from 1 Pet 2:21-22 which is adressed to houseslaves 
who suffer from unjust masters: <<Y ou were called to this, for Christ suffered 
for you leaving you an example, that you might follow in his footsteps». 
Christ' s death was for (yper) them. In addition, he left them an ypogram
mon as a teacher leaves letters for a ehild to traee over and thus learn, and 
this «tracing» of the life of Christ consists in following in his footsteps. Once 
again, the daily life of the Christian reeeives its meaning as a participation 
in and an analogous realization of the life of J esus epitomized in his death 
and resurrection. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

IL 1S by being united in faith to the transformed humanity oE Christ, 
now fixed in the aet of love in which he died and still lives, that we are 
able to realize in our own lives the specific energy made available to us 
by each of the events of his life. This is what the NT means by the imita
tion of Christ. We have seen that this intuitive understanding of history, 
the possession of nearly two millennia of believers, Jewish and Christian, 
was the unifying factor in the way they conceived the aetion of God and 
their own relation to him. This in turn was based on an understanding of 
the way God relates to his creation. The presenee of Christ among us, his 
death and resurrection, is the prime analogue which the anticipatory events 
of God' s people foreshadowed and shared in according to what may be ealled 
a formaI causruity. Siuce the resurrection cf Christ, these events themselves, 
and in a special way ali that Christ did and suffered in his humanity, take 
on a new meaning. The things that Christ lived through here on earth are 
now, in virtue of the resurrection, not only in the category of formal cause, 
giving shape to our lives as disciples; they are also the instrumental effi
cient eauses which give us an actual share in the Mystery, the unfolding 
of God's pian in history through the life of the Whole Christ ". 

The difference between Ignatius of Antioch and Jean Jaeques Rousseau 
lies precisely in the way they view the presence of Christ to history. The 
historical-critical approaeh to the Scriptures has brought an enormous and 
precious increase in our understanding of the horizontal dimension of the 
text and the events it narrates. However, if it restricts itself to the methods 
it has inherited (rom the closed system of Enlightenment thinking, it re
mains unable to link the Jesus reeonstructed by history with the one who 
sums up in himself ali history. I have suggested that a reconsideration of 
the NT teaching on the imitation of Christ, a reeonsideration that takes 
account of and respects the achievements of recent historical investigation, 

83 See J. LÉCUYER, La Causalité Efficiente des Mystères du Christ selon Saint Thomas>~, in «Doctor 
Communis», 6 (1953), 91-120. 
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is a way of recovering that dimension of reality that slipped from view in 
the fascination of discovering the autonomous intelligibility of our worH 
Autonomous, however, is not the same as independent. This world, and es
pecially human activity, Hes open to the mysterious creative activity of God 
who, in his goodness, imparts the dignity of tme causaHty to his creatures. 

I submit that the intellectual challenge left to us by the era of moder
nity, now past, is precisely that of recovering in a new context the under
standing of God's presence and saving activity in the world. The radiant 
center of that activity is Jesus Christ who is at once perfectly human, there
fore perfectly historieal,and perfectly divine: the prime analogue of every 
revelation of God and yet transcending revelation by being himself the Rev
ealed. This revelation is not jndged by the autonomous vision of reality that 
we have secured. It is, rather, its judge, the light which gives what we have 
discovered its ultimate intelligibility. 

In saying this, I wish in no way to minimize the intellectual task set 
before uso Tpe vertieal thinking of the past did not have to confront the 
successful horizontal thinking of the presento Even among Christians, the 
ful! impHcations of the historieal approach to the' Sacred Text arè not ap
predated. Those who embrace this approach are often so fasdnated by its 
results that they fai! to appreciate the gap that they have opened between 
themselves and the vertical approach of former centuries stil! intuitively un
derstood by those who pray and know a Hving contact with the Lord who 
is both in and above history. Those who have not acquired an understand
ing of what has been achieved by historical study of the Scriptures mn the 
risk of bypassing an authentic and necessary means of access .to revelation. 
The inconsistencies and errors of the bad use of historical methods must 
not bHnd them to the fact that something vital to the life of the Church 
is being nndertaken by these methods. Often the most vociferous crities of 
the historieal-critical approach are themselves stil! content with an under
standing of the universe whieh derives from the same matrix. How do we 
bring the light of faith and not merely the documents of faith to bear on 
our moder situation? Only a living and experiential faith can preside aver 
and provide a credible articulation of what we mean by the convietion that 
God acts in history and that history recdves its ultimate meaning from the 
risen Christ to whom the Scriptures bear witness. 

The effon to articulate this reaHty in the postmodern world falls to' 
Christians. We will, however, be unable to respond to this challenge unless 
we can integrate the two movements of thought that I have called horizon
tal and vertical. These are integrated in Christ and they are shared in by 
those who participate in his Hfe. The solution will come through those who 
imitate Jesus' Hfe, death, and resurrection, and from that imitation derive 
the interior Hght that enables them to articulate far our age the Mystery 
of Jesus Christ, who proclaims himself to be the transcendent meaning of 
al! history: «The First and the Last, the Living One; I was de.d and be
hold I Hve for ages of agesi» (Rev 1:18). 
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