




rAI'I'1i 1\'1' TilE TNTERSECTION OF HISTORY I\ND EXPERIENCE 

Wllbbermin admits that this position is otten misunderstood, espe­
ci,lIly in terl1ls of the role or historical criticism. He argues for the unre­
strickd access of historiul! criticism to the Christian tradition, including 
the pici �u�r�~�' or jesusehrist (ound in the New Testament.However, if th is 
picture is lo be ,lVail,lble and COl11l)rehel1sible to religious experience, it 
Illust be ill some sense also iml1lediately available, without first being 
provided by historical research. The New Test,llnent picture of Christ 
must be subjected 10 rigorous historical criticism, both in order to strip 
aw,ly ,lilY false sllPIHlrtS (or faith and to allow the effects or efficacy of that 
picture to shine thruugh the tradition 'lnd become immediately available 
10 �r�e�l�i�g�i�o�u�~ experience. It is specifically the erred or efficacy of this picture 
for religious experience that is independent of historical research and 

rel1laillS ull<llfelled by it. 
Here WobberJlli n's impl icit dist inct ion between effect or efficacy and 

f-lis/or;e becol1les vilally illlportant. Historical research can uncover or 
rew,lI Ihe dfecls or etticacy of the New Testament picture o( Christ, but 
Wohhennill insists that these effects are not thereby made the product 
of histmic,lI rese,lrch 'Ille �e�t�i�~�c�t�s or erncacy of the picture remain prior 
,lJ1d superior to flij/orie, which serves onl)' the purpose of uncovering or 
reve,lling the elleds so that they are immediately available to religious 

experience. 
Wobbermin's three "essenti'll elements" of the historic picture of 

Christ (an serve as ,1 test case for this theory. Each of the three essential 
eleillenls - Christ's ethical disposition toward love, his unity of will with 
his heavenly rather, 'lnd his elevation to the Father following his SUffering 
and death, along with the el-fects or efficacy of these elements in the pres­
ent - exist prior [0 historical criticism of the New Testament texts, but it is 
only by l1le,lnS of historical research that these three elements are isolated 
from the remainder of the biblical picture of Christ. lss 

I3llde \"011 /e:;lI:; Cllri:;/u:;, !Vie e:; /III:; aLI:; dem Nellell Teslamelll elllgegellieLichtet Lind wie 
<':; 1/1lCJ!-IJllillgig "Oil all.:r hisrurischell Kritik del" Ollerliefertlll!5 jeder religio:;el! ErJilhnmg 
2I1gc:illg/1I h IIl1LlJu{;/wr i:;/." Wobbernlil1, "Psycbologie UI1J �E�r�k�~�n�l�1�l�l�1�i�s�k�r�i�l�i�k Ja religiose 
hfahrul1!S," �3�-�l�~�. 

155. Ihis, Ihel1, i, why Wohhermil1 Call1101 dgree with Kilhler th,1I the historic Christ 
Cd1111<>1 he sq.JJraled (rom Ihe biblicdl �p�i�c�l�u�r�~ o( him. The results of historical �i�l�l�v�~�s�t�i�­

gdli\1I1 of Ihe Ne\v "I"<:'I,\l11eI11 lexlS lil1dlly �J�~�m�a�n�d such a Jistinction, in 'vVobbermin's 
opinl\)J1. 
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The significance of the picture of Christ for religiOUS experience is 
determined by religious experience itself 1io Historical reseclrch cannot 
detract from the value of this picture because the relationship between 
the historic figure of Christ and individual religiOUS experience is primar­
ilya historic, not historical, relationship. 1l1is relationship exists prior to 
historical inquiry into that picture and does not depelld on lhe results 
of that inquiry for its value, It does not helve to do with ,1 historically 
[hijtorisch] questionable figure from the past, but with a historic ligure 
that is active and efficacious in the present: "For religious experience, the 
New Testament picture of Christ is an illlmediately given historic ligure; 
it maintains its value and its reality through its ejti:cI on the moral-reli­
gious life.",;7 

Again, the decisive question in this context is how this historic pic­
ture of Christ is defined in order for it to remain independent of historic11 
criticism. vVobberlllin suggests that individual eveMs and statemellts ill 
the life of Jesus must be subjected to historical criticism, but thM the over­
all impression, the main and decisive traits of the picture (and therefore 
its effect or efficacy), are those stressed by the entire New Testament ,lnd 
which therefore are a result of the power of the historic figure of ChriSt 
himself, These main and decisive traits are the three "essential elements" 
uncovered or revealed by historical research of the New Testamen[ texts. 

The third trait is the most significant for Wobbermin, and it is rhis 
trait that most clearly disti nguishes his posil ion from Herrmann's, for ex­
ample. The resurrection belongs to the essential picture of Christ both be­
cause Christian faith is always Easter faith in the risen Christ 'lild because 
the resurrection is the basic presupposition of the entire New Testamenl. 
There are many important historical considerations to be taken inro ac­
count, most importantly whether the resurrection can be considered a 
historical event at all. Wobbermin does not answer this queslion in his 
early work and only discusses this aspect of the question much later, in 

156. Th is is lhe beginning of Ihe �s�o�-�c�a�l�l�~�J "rdigio- psyc!ln\ngical circle" I�,�.�e�l�i�~�i�u�l�I�:�;�!�,�:�;�)�'�­

chologischer Zirkel], which will be �d�i�s�c�l�l�s�s�~�d in Il1nlT Jetail in Ibe nexi c!ldpler. 

157. "Fiir die religio:;e Erfahrung ;:;1 das neukslamellllic!-Je CllrisI1l51>i"/ oille 1/llIlIillel­
bar gegebene ge:;chiclaliche Gro{Je; sie bewiilirt ihren Wert und ihre Wirkli(ilkeil (.Iurdl i1m' 
Wirku/lg af/fda:; sittlich-religio:;o Leben." Emphasis mine. Wobhermin (urtha argues Ih<ll 
this effecI on the moral-religiOUS lilt: is Ihe firsl dnJ 1ll0,t il11fJOrldnl crilerion (or evalu­
ating �t�h�~ �N�~�w Teslamenl piclure of Christ from a religious �f�J�e�r�s�f�J�~�c�l�i�v�e�. Wobberl11in, 
Ce:;chichce rend Historie, 75-76. 
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h\1T11 AT 'fl-II:'. INTERSECTION OF HISTORY AND EXPERIENCE 

his syslem"l ic Ihcnlogy_l ,,' In Cesdlidlte Lind f-/istorie his primary concern 

is to ,-iJrify the esselltia\ traits of the historic picture of Christ found in 

the New TcstJn1ent. 
Ilut there is a more basic question that IIlUSt be raised in relation to 

lhe historic 11iclure of Christ. namely. is it true? 'vVobbermin treats this 

problem in three p,lns: tirst. ill terIllS of the actual question of truth; sec­

ond. in terllls of I he question of the historic re,dity of the person of jesus 

Chrisl; ami Ihird. in lerms of the question of historicity or of historical 

com prehcnsi bi lit y. I;" 
Is the New Testament picture of jesus Christ actually true? The reli­

gious interest ill the picture of Christ is cOllcerned ouly with truth in the 

slridesl, uitilllate sense. i.e_, ,1S eternal truth. It is not primarily a question 

oflrulh as posed inlhe realm ofscientihc knowledge. which understands 

truth in krllls of the highest possible probelbility. Relther, truth in this 

case is ,1n .expression of the conviction of faith thelt the picture of Christ is 

Cod's st:lf-I-evelalion. 'I helt the picture of Christ rq1resents and embodies 

the sdf-reveldtion of Cod is always d conviction of faith, never of histori­

cal klwwledge. lw 

'I he decisive question for 'vVobbermin is the question of value, spe­

cilicdlly the value of Ihis conviction of faith for the moral-religious life,lol 

'the Christian world view is essentially and characteristically an ethical 

world view becduse it hnds its ground and basis in a personal, ethical God 
who is revealed in the person of jesus Christ. This conviction raises the 

second, eC]u<llly decisive question of the historic reality of the picture of 
Christ 1:01' Christiall faith the question of the reality of the picture of 

Christ is !lot silllply collapsed into the question of its historicity or its 

historical comprehensibility- The key to this question is the central role of 

religious experience in Christi<ln faith: 

I:m faith, the decisive: criterion for the unique historic reality of 
!t'sus Christ is the fad that the corresponding conviction of faith. 

158. Wohhcrlllill, WeSeli /./rlll W"hrheit, 280fl'. 

IS'!. Wohbcrlllill. Ge,dl;ehk 111/1/ Hi,lorie. 77-78. 

16(). 'I his rccalls Wubberl11ill's criticisl11 of I.~ssing's dislinctiun between contingent 
and nccessary Iruths, parliculal"iy Wubberlllin's insistence that Irutb has an irreducibly 
ckl'llal character. Unforlun,ltdy neither there nor here does he offer an aJeljuate defini­

lion of Clt'rnJllruth. 
161. Ibid., 78ft'. II is" ljl1CSlion rdaleJ to his IhirJ Jdinition of Gesehiehte, as the 

inkrrd"l](1I10f hUl11an bein~s as spiritual-nwral beings in their devdopment. 
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as it finds expreSSion in cOl1ll1lunion with the exalted Lord, is the 
surest and most effective guarantee for the truth of the picture 01' 

Christ as the revelation of God, However, this is indef1endent of 
the question of the historical comprehensibility of the person of 
jt'sus Christ. 16~ 

Finally, for Wobbermill the questioll of historicity is uitilllcliely il'­

relevant. It can be answered altirl1\cltivdy or'negatively Oil the I-usis of 

historical research. but it cannot serve as the bc1sis for faith. Faith would 

cease to be faith were il based solely on the results of hist'orical resecll',-h. 

Although Wobbennill does Ilot put it ill such terlllS, (here is here a dis­

tinction between the Illan jesus of Nazclreth behilld the lexts of the Nell' 

Testelment and the New Testament picture of him. The Illan jesus of 

Nazareth behind the New Testament texts is a shadowy hgure dnd call be 

known only by historical research (and even then very little can be known 

with any certainty), He becomes the historical jesus of modertl biogra­

phy and historical research. The historic picture of Christ. as il confronts 

Christians in and from the New Testalllent, is the Christ of r~lilh. 'rh"l 

picture ultimately transcends the historical existence of jesus ofNaLareth. 

Faith is not primarily interested in the man jesus of Nazareth; faith is 

primarily interested in the three "essential elements" of the picture of the 

historic Christ (particularly their effects and efticacy) hclllded down in the 

New Testament and the Christian tradition, 

According to Wobbel'lnin. Christian faith could withstand a negdlive 
answer to the question of the historical existence of jesus o( Nazareth be­

cause faith is Ilot ultimately concerned with l-listorie, but with Gesclliclltt.:. 
As he puts it, "the historicity - the historical comprehenSibility - of jesus 

is not an essential presupposition for the truth of the New Testament 

picture of Christ at all."163 A faith that is b,1sed 011 the results of histori­

cal research into the question of the historicity of jesus - whether lhal 

historicity is altirmed or denied - ceases to be faith: 

162. "Oem GIlllllJeli isl dn; ell(,cheidende Kritaill/I/ Ii.ir die ge,ell/chr/idle 
Einzelwirkliehkeil jesLi Christi da Ul/l,land, dalJ die ellt,<prechel/de G/III//,el/;iiiJerzcll1!lIl/g, 
wie ;ie ;ich im Verkehr mil dem erlJohten Ham AlIsdfllek \'er;L!I<l{f1, die ,iel,er;!e IIl/d 

wirkllngskrdftigsle Biirgscliaft ji'ir die Wahrheil de; Christllsui/des ,II; da 0tlel/lNlrllllg 
GOlles isl. Oa; isl aua Lll/ahhiil/gig von del' Fruge IIC/eh Lia histori,L!,el/ FCljJlwrkeir der 
Persoll fesLi Christi." I bid., 80. 

163. "Del/II 1I1/1ilngiillgliche VOTallS;elzwlg fiir die Wulirheit de, lIellte,ral1lwlliL!,el/ 
ChrislLlSbi/des i,l die Hi,torizitdt - die histori;che Fup/Jarkeit - je;1I itbaliClllfJl lIidll." 

Ibid,84, 
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FAIIII AT THE INTERSECTtON OF HISTORY AND EXPERIENCE 

'Ill duubt the: hist(l['icity of jesus signifies historical arbitrariness. 
'1 he question of the historicity of jesus may and must be' affirmed 
\\'ith the best histlHical conscience. 

BUI I l1lay Ihlt and will not base l1ly faith on the affirmative 
albWC[' tl) this question. For then it rests on l11y historical under­
standing And faith would cease to be faith if it ",ere based on 
historicalulll!e[·st,lIlding. 

'lilliS, If nec'essary, f'lith would also be able CJll1lly to accert a 
ncgativc ,lnswer to the question of the historicity of jesus Christ. 
It ,/ucs Ilui sllllld or!,iI/ 011 Ille IIffinliulive or lIegaiive UI1SIVer io this 

(/lies/i(}II.I"~ 

'I he only legitimate historical question in this matter, as vVobbermin 

sees it, is the question of the Christian tradition itself. Christian Faith can 

trdce itselF odck to the hrst Christi8ns and throughout its history con­

sistently refers 10 d historic personality. Because the historicity of Jesus 

uf NdDlI'eth is neither historically comprehenSible nor theologically rel­

eVdnl, according to 'vVoboerll1in, the question oFthe unbroken succession 

of Christian sclf-cnnsciollsness leading back to the first Christians, in 

which lile New Testdl11ent picture of Christ remains immediately present 

allLl aVdilable to religious experience, becomes the decisive question. But 

it is lhe questinn of Ceschichte, not of Historie, that is finally decisive for 

Christidn fdith: 

I ()~. "Die Ili,{('rt:iliil jesli Z/I "ezweiJelll, bedeLitel 11I51Ori,che \Nil/kiir. Die Frage lI<.Icll 
cia rt/jl""izi/'~I je511 dUlf II lid IIlllp lIlillie;leilI h/5luri5chelll Cewi,5eII !iejelhl werdell. Aber 
lIleiliCII G/i/II/'\'1I cI'lIf WId will iell allf die Beil1hlllIS die5er Frage lIicht griinJell, Deml 
sie IJentll! Illlf lIl\'iller 11I5lurisel,elI EilISiellt. Ulld der Clewbe wiirde au/horell, C/i/llbe zu 
5eilI, welllI or 'lUI' Ilisluri5e1le Eillsichl gegriilIdet wiirde. Also wiirde der Glaube auell die 
\'el'lleilIIllig cia Fmge 1It/c!1 der I-hsloriziliil je;u CilrUi segebellelIfaL/s rltllig hilIlIellmell 
kiilIlIeli. Er ;Ie/,I IiIl1i )LillI lIiehl lIlit der l3eji/I/lllIg oder Vemeilll/llg die;er Fnlge:' IbiJ" 
81. Fillph'lsis III origin,d. In light of [his alnrmatioll of the ultimate irrelevance of the 
hi,toric,ll comprehensibil it I' of the existence of Jesus of Nazareth anJ whal thai means or 
docs [WI meall for Christian f,lith, \Nobbermin's criticisms of Drews come into sharper 
focus. While Ilrews clJlKludeJ from the h[storical incomprehensibility of Jesus thaI he 
did not exi'l '11 all, Wobbcrrnin concludes from the perspective anJ the presuppositions 
of Christiall faith Ihat the histl1ricit)' of Jesus is not the primar)' yuestion. The primary 
quc'stioll [s the e!licacy of the New Testaillent picture of Christ, <InJ thaI question must 
[lot bc' coliapscJ into the ljucstilHl of historical comprehensibility. Drewsalld 'vVobberrnin 
both agrec that the existence Ill' jesus of Nazareth can[1\11 be JemonstrateJ with absolute 
certainly by historical rc'carch, but they Jisagree on what thai Illeans for Christian faith. 
AnJ th,lt " the impor[anl qUt'stiO[I, atieasl for YVobberrnin. 

76 

Geschichte WId l-fisturie 

For the Christian religion is that religion, thaI form 01 highest 
phase of religious life, which caille i!lto existence under the im­
pression of the picture of the person of jeSllS Christ and which has 
its permanent norm in just this piclure of the [)erson,d and salvilic 
life of Jesus Christ, the norm namely for its individual forms of 
embodiment as well as the norl1l for its historic deve!opmcn1. 1o; 

It is this question of th~ relationship between the historic piLlure of 

Christ and personal religiolls experience that will occupy Wobbermin for 

the better part of his career. l11e distinction between Ges,-hic!lle, /-/istlllie, 

and WirkLtng or Wirks£1l11keit serves as the foundation of the religio, 

psychological method that he developed in his three-volume s)'Slem,llic 

theology and defended in a series of Streilsc!lrifrell directed against Karl 

Barth and dialectical theology. It is to this method, and more specifically 

to what Wobbeflnin called the "religio-psychological circle:' tildl we now 

turn. 

165. "De til I die christ/iche Religiun ist diejellige Religioll, dieienige Foml oder St/lfe/lJ/(jho 
religiiisen Lebens, die /In/a de/'ll Eindruck des Persollbi/des jes/I Chn;1 i olltsl£ll/deli isl 111111 

an eben diesem BiLde des Pasol/' II/'Id Hei/al/dslelJetls je;u Christi ihre hle//Jel/lle NOI'II1 h<ll, 
Jie Norm niillllich fiir illre illdivid/le/lel/ Au;gesta/tulIgsforllletl sOll'ie die Norm (fir tI,re 
geschichtliclle Elitwick/wig" Ibid" 86. 
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