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SUMMARY

Using Raymond Brown’s The Birth of the Messiah as a
lead, | examine the arguments used in the debate on
the historicity of the virginal conception. | shall adopt the
lion’s share of his arguments and results, yet place them
within the wider scope of ontology, the history of biology

* * * *

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Unter Verwendung von Raymond Browns The Birth of
the Messiah untersuche ich die Argumente, die in der
Debatte um die Historizitat der jungfraulichen Empfangnis
benutzt werden. Ich werde den Lowenanteil seiner Argu-
mente und Resultate benutzen, sie aber in den weiteren
Horizont von Ontologie, der Geschichte der Biologie und

* * * *

RESUME

En se fondant sur l'ouvrage de Raymond Brown, The
Birth of the Messiah, I'auteur examine les arguments
avancés dans le débat sur I'historicité de la conception
virginale de Christ. Il suit I'essentiel des arguments et
conclusions de Brown, mais en les replacant dans un
cadre plus large de réflexion ontologique et en prenant

* * * *

1 Introduction

Both Matthew 1:18-25 and Luke 1:26-38 seem to
affirm that Jesus was conceived without a human
father. Whereas the conception of our Lord,
then, seems to be virginal, the scholarly debate
over this virginity surely isn’t.! This contribution
aims at carefully investigating the argumentation
concerning the historicity of the virginal concep-
tion. Because of this goal, I will not enter into the

and epistemology. In this endeavour, any further clarifi-
cation of our theme will be closely related to a deepened
interaction between ontology, historical epistemology (R.
Chisholm, E. Mackay), logic and exegesis. Finally, the his-
toricity of the virginal conception is ranked somewhere
between probable and beyond reasonable doubt.

* * * *

Epistemologie stellen. In diesem Unterfangen werden alle
weiteren Kliarungen unseres Themas eng mit einer tieferen
Interaktion zwischen Ontologie, historischer Epistemologie
(R. Chisholm, E. Mackay), Logik und Exegese verbunden.
AbschlieRend wird die Historizitat der jungfraulichen Emp-
fangnis irgendwo zwischen wahrscheinlich und jenseits
verniinftigen Zweifels angesiedelt.

»* * * a0

en compte |‘histoire de la biologie et de I'épistémologie.
Il tente ainsi de clarifier le débat a I'aide d‘une approche
pluridisciplinaire intégrant I'ontologie, I'histoire de I'épis-
témologie (R. Chisholm, E. Mackay), la logique et I'exé-
gése. En conclusion, il range I’historicité de la conception
virginale dans la zone située entre le probable et ce qui
est au-dela du doute raisonnable.

* * * *

important question of the theological meaning of
the virginal conception as a signum.

Why is historicity important? I agree with those
who, like Duns Scotus and Schleiermacher, argue
that the historicity of the virginal conception
does not constitute a necessary precondition for
the incarnation or the impeccabilitas. To be clear:
I embrace both these doctrines wholeheartedly.?
However, as regards the historicity, the following
quotation from Schleiermacher deserves consid-
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eration, precisely because of the greatness of God:
‘whoever accepts the historicity, must accept it on
the ground of the birth-narratives in the New Tes-
tament.” For why could the Almighty not take on
a human life while using the ordinary way of con-
ception? However, the other purely historical motif
is in itself important enough: science requires
esteem and love for reality and it just could be that
the historicity is part of reality.

Obviously, in the background of this specific
topic the relation between faith and history is at
stake, a pressing issue since the Enlightenment
and the historical revolution. By probing into the
historicity of the virginal conception, this enquiry
might offer an impulse to the ongoing scientific
task of assimilating the historical revolution.

How I am going to advance this enquiry? Exe-
getically, Raymond Brown is my most important
guide; I am thinking of his momentous 1he Birth
of the Messiah, a Commentary on the Infancy Nar-
ratwes in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke.* 1 shall
adopt the lion’s share of his arguments and results,
yet place them within the wider scope of ontology,
the history of biology and epistemology. In this
endeavour, any further clarification of our theme
will be closely related to a deepened interaction
between ph1losophy, logic and exegesis.

As a criterion in selecting the manifold exegeti-
cal contributions, I examined whether authors took
an open stand towards the question of historicity.
This criterion is austere towards two opposing
sides: both the a priori ‘it must be truth be-cause
the Bible says so’ and the a priori ‘no historicity
is involved for that is impossible’ exclude serious
exegetical investigation. For, knowing the results
of their exegetical inquiry in advance, these advo-
cates nullify the significance of historical research.
In any case, open research into the nature of the
genre is pivotal: Even if we are ready to accept that
God could save somebody miraculously by com-
missioning an enormous whale, we are still posing
the wrong question, for Jonah is the hrst novella in
world literature.®

The overall structure of this contribution is as
follows: first I will examine the openness of real-
ity for miracles (2). Then, after handling some
prchmmary questions, I shall focus on some key
issues from the exegetical debate (6). Finally, I shall
present an epistemological evaluation (7).

2 Is a Virginal Conception Possible?
‘Whatever marvel happens in this world, it is cer-
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tainly less marvellous than this whole world itself
— I mean the sky and the earth, and all that is in
them - and these God certainly made.”® In this
passage, Augustine captures my basic perspective.
This point of view was, however, eroded during
the Enlightenment: the awareness of this world as
God’s creation faded away and, likewise, the open-
ness for miracles declined radically. If, however,
we know in advance that a virginal conception is
impossible, historical research would be pointless.
We would simply have to reconcile the bible with
what we already know, by applying a suitable liter-
ary genre. Yet by moving forward like this, the lit-
erary genre would not be detected by literary means
anymore, for the genre would not be supposed to
encompass historicity to begin with.

Of course we often come upon this kind of apri-
ori knowledge in a rather unso-phisticated fashion
— people just seem to know that the historicity of
the event is impossible. Meanwhile, from a sci-
entific point of view, this issue has an ontological
and a biological side to it. Biologically, the exact
process has been known for one and a half century:
we know exactly the function of the ovum and
the sperm cell and, consequently, we can tell why
a virginal conception will not happen in ordinary
life. Whether they knew this in the first century as
well constitutes the subject of our next section; at
present, I answer this question affirmatively. Thus
the ontological issue remains: could miracles,
as unprecedented exceptions to a biological law,
occur?

At present, numerous philosophers, including
the non-religious, would answer this question
affirmatively. Take, for instance, Stephen Mum-
ford: A view of miracles as logically impossible
1s based on commitments that are both unneces-
sary and too strong.”” I agree with this insight. In
my Freedom and Dispositions 1 explored this subject
extensively.® Comprising a conceptual analysis of
‘disposition’, that book develops an open concept
of disposition by means of possible world seman-
tics. ‘Open’ connotes that physical and biologi-
cal disposition concepts like combustibility of fuel
or adrenaline incvease when stvessed do not refer to
ontologically necessary facts. Therefore, exceptions
are always possible, since we live in an open reality.
In Freedom and Dispositions 1 prove that only with
this ‘open’ concept of disposition are we able to
make sense of physics and biology”

Apart from its direct relevance for the philoso-
phy of physics and biology, this open concept of
disposition is important for the theory of miracles.
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Due to the “openness’ of reality, God can intervene
in a miraculous way. He does not need to ‘break’ or
‘violate’ a natural law of physics or biology, because
creation is essentially supple and open. To be clear,
there will be and can be'® exceptions even with-
out God interfering. These exceptions occur for no
reason. There will be many of them. Yet when God
makes use of this inherent elbowroom in his crea-
tion, we are dealing with a miracle.!!

This means, however, that we consider a scien-
tific stance that excludes the virginal conception
on the ground of its ontological impossibility to
be less reason-able than a view that recognises its
possibility. This ontological possibility, however,
does not lead to the conclusion that it actually hap-
pened. Here, the real space for historical research
1s opened up again: do the Gospels describe any
such fact in a historical way, or do we just misun-
derstand the genre?

3 From the History of Conception
Theories

Before we are able to investigate this, we must
briefly examine some aspects of Greek and Hellen-
istic conception theories.' What thoughts contem-
poraries cherished about human conception could
be of major significance to the topic of historicity.

Throughout Antiquity conception theory was
multi-coloured and constantly in motion: theories
were mixed and combined easily. To give an exam-
ple of such a theory, I will put forth Aristotle’s,
mainly because it was this theory which, due to
Galen’s adoption of it, remained extremely influ-
ential well mto the eighteenth century. Aristotle
advocated the ‘haematogenous’ theory.!* Thus,
according to him, germ cells originate from the
blood. They are, so to say, blood in a certain ‘state
of aggregation’. The whole pathway, according to
Aristotle, began with our food being converted
(cooked, in fact!) by body heat into blood. In its
turn, this blood is converted into all kind of tis-
sues. However, in the male, the remainder will be
‘cooked’ into sperm. Yet women, while lacking
the requested heat, transform their residue into
menstrual blood. Therefore, Aristotle locates the
difference between male and female in their vari-
ance in body heat: males are able to cook the blood
until ‘well-done’. Consequently, it has been said
that according to Aristotle, the menstrual blood 1s
‘underdone sperm’.!* So, although the menstrual
blood does contribute to the embryo, ‘this contri-
bution is very subordinated, for it constitutes only

the causa materialis, whereas the sperm cell 1s causa
finalis, causa formalis, and causa efficiens, to put it in
terms of Aristotelian logic.”*® The extremely influ-
ential physician Galen (second century CE) essen-
tially took over this Aristotelian theory. According
to him, the female role in conception is insignifi-
cant, although he does say that women have sperm,
thus combining an older theory with Aristotle’s.
However, this sperm is very thin and much colder
than that of the male; therefore, as far as effective-
ness is concerned, it plays the subordinate role.
This sketch must suffice here as a brief illustration
of the theories of Antiquity and Hellenism.

As far as the present argument is concerned, the
most salient fact is that all these theories seem to
rule out any thought of a virginal conception. Even
if the female component is not minimised straight-
forwardly, they all assign first impor-tance to the
male sperm. Obviously, all these theories are pre-
scientific to a high degree; there was no cell concept,
for instance. Concepts like ‘causa finalis' stem from
Aristotelian philosophy and there was a long way
to go before concepts like heredity, genetic material
and development could appear. These modern con-
cepts are far more empirical in content than their
heavily metaphysical counterparts like the ‘ousia’
and ‘genesis’ of Antiquity.

To summarise: it 1s clear that Antiquity did not
know about the ‘how’ of the in-teraction of ovum
and sperm cell — they did not even have the con-
cept of ‘cell’. Undoubtedly, they thought they knew
a great deal about the ‘how’ of human concep-
tion, but most of what they thought they knew
was simply wrong. How-ever, this does not mean
that they were wrong in their conviction that the
male sperm is a necessary precondition for con-
ception.’® And this, obviously, is the main point
for the present inquiry: throughout the ages man
has acknowledged that the male sperm is a nec-
essary precondition for conception, albeit that the
theories used to express that necessity were hardly
empirical and largely false.

4 What Tipped the Scale?

Let us now try to detect what kind of arguments
regarding the historicity tipped the scale. Chris-
tianity has professed the virginal conception of
Christ from time immemorial, anchored as it is
in the Apostolic Creed. This changed during the
Enlightenment; D.E Strauss’ famous Das Leben
Jesu (1835) could be marked as a watershed.!”
Without probing at length into the history of the
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debate on the historicity of the virginal conception,
we need to survey the arguments that weighed
most in this gradual turning of the tide. We can
discern four major candidates: a) the results of the
historical-critical method; b) the conviction that
a virginal conception is ontologmally impossible;

¢) improved empirical science; d) arguments from
systematic theology. Which of these arguments
tipped the scale?

Within the scope of this contribution, I can
only make some general remarks. I am convinced
that (c) must be discarded. With regard to (c): the
rationalistic criticism of the historicity emerged
at the end of the eighteenth century,'® and there-
fore clearly predated the eventual identification of
the ovum and sperm cell in the second part of the
nineteenth century. This naturalistic rationalising
can itself be properly explained by the conclusion
of our preceding paragraph: a virginal conception
had always been ‘empirically’ impossible. It contra-
dicted both theory and cxpcrlence also prior to the
Enlightenment. Therefore, it is not the progress in
biological theory that was decisive in tipping the
scale, but the difference in interpretation of bio-
logical theory. The sperm had always constituted
a necessary condition, but, under the influence of
a more mechanistic worldview, this fact assumed a
new kind of weight. The necessary condition was
increasingly seen as absolutely necessary: something
that always happens must happen necessarily. But
that, quite clearly; is a philosophical change and not a
scientific one: it concerns metaphysics rather than
improvements in empirical science. At stake is the
issue that I have delineated in paragraph 2: what
exactly is a biological law?

Regarding (d): the virginal conception soon
became a cornerstone in the edifice of systematic
theology, being closely connected with incarna-
tion, the smpeccabilitas and ecclesiology. During the
Enlightenment, this scholastic edifice was disman-
tled and to various theologians the significance of
the virginal conception diminished, at least as far
as its purported historicity is concerned. However,
this is far from a systematic argument against his-
toricity, and we look in vain for any such argument
among the systematic theologians.'” They adapted
to developments rather than actually helping to
shape them.

Therefore, I conclude that, from a historical per-
spective, (a) and (b) are pivotal: historical-critical
arguments and the conviction that a virginal con-
ception is ontologically impossible. As far as (a)
1s concerned, we must think of arguments like the
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silence of the rest of the New Testament on this
score and the historical-religious parallels —in para-
graph 6 we shall deal with this subject.

The arguments (a) and (b) are often difficult to
disentangle. Often, when an argument is presented
as historical-critical in nature, it in fact contains a
veiled ontological postulate. Take for instance Wil-
helm Bousset, figurehead of the history of religion
school before the First World War. He classifies the
virginity as a ‘gross offence’ (‘groben Anstoss’).
Of course, Bousset maintains, a truly scientific
age must be freed from such thoughts.?® Reading
Bousset, one senses that to him any doubt is far
beyond the threshold of enlightened reasoning:
Bousset is absolutely sure that there can be no histo-
ricity involved. In the Gospel, the virginitas plays
but a marginal role, he argues, something that only
changes with the coming of Ignatius. Then he pro-
ceeds: “This thought is based on popular fantasy,
facilitated by the concept of the ‘Son of God’.?! He
dubs it “Vulgirtheologie des jungen Christentums’
(popular theology of early Christianitv) with influ-
ences from the Hellenistic surroundings.?? What I
am critical of, is not the comparison with the ‘Hel-
lenistic surroundings’, but the total lack of doubt:
the awareness of a historical problem has vanished.
Bousset does not pose the question whether this
literary genre might by chance snclude historicity.
Instead, he seems to be on the run from what he
sees as a ‘gross offence’ against enlightened reason.
Because Bousset seems to know all the pertinent
answers, we do not come upon any open historical
research here.?

To summarise, we see two principal factors
operative in tipping the scale. Firstly, there is what
is called ‘the mechanising of the worldview’ or the
fading away of the Augustinian ontological per-
spective (2). Secondly, legitimate scientific argu-
ments of a historical-critical nature are involved,
for instance the argument from silence and the
issue of the literary genre. Each historical indi-
vidual should be investigated carefully as to which
argument prevails in his or her thought, the onto-
logical one or the historical-critical one. However,
such a historical inquiry is beyond the scope of the
present investigation.

5 Fallacies

Before we enter the actual exegetical controversies,
we have to discuss some prevalent fallacies. Usu-
ally, various forms of argumentum ad hominem are
at stake. We could think of the pious indignation
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during many ages: ‘discarding the virginal concep-
tion is heretical!”” This may well be so, but as an
exegetical argument it is invalid. Another common
fallacy is the so-called ‘circumstantial’; also a kind
of argumentum ad hominem. In this case, one relates
the circumstances of the adversary to the content
of his stance. For instance, one could point to the
Roman Catholicism of the defender of the virginal
conception, or the fact that a church father empha-
sised the virginal conception because of the impor-
tance of the incarnation in his thought. Yet another
variant of argumentum ad hominem is called ‘poi-
soning the well’. We found it already with Bousset:
“Vulgirtheologie des jungen Christentums’.

A final fallacy is the argumentum ad populum.
Authors sometimes call upon the discrepancy
between ‘a suffocating dogmatic armour’ and ‘the
free, critical air of unprejudiced, open-minded exe-
getical inquiry’. This, surely, is just a mixture of
argumentum ad populum and aygumentum ad hom-
inem: adversaries are qualified as ‘prejudiced’ and
‘dogmatic’. Tllustrations of all these fallacies can be
multiplied with ease.

6 Some Exegetical Foci

Of course, we cannot do justice to the full histori-
cal-critical debate pertaining to Matthew 1:18-25
and Luke 1:26-38 (and Luke 3:23). Therefore,
I select some critical key-issues: a) the argument
from the silence of the remainder of the New
Testament; b) the lack of understanding in Jesus’
family concerning his identity; ¢) the question of
the literary genre and d) the evidence for the alter-
native view of non-historicity.

6.1 The Argument From Silence

Ever since exegetical worries about the virginal
conception began to emerge, scholars have been
advancing the argument of the silence of the rest
of the New Testament. Yet, also in the case of non-
historicity, the silence would, at first glance, still
remain a puzzle. If clarification in the latter case
is just as difficult, the silence would turn out to be
a neutral consideration. So, in order to have any
force, the silence-argument must be refined tradi-
tion-historically. This is done by Wilckens, who
states with clarity: “If this narrative were to include
historicity, than the sayings of the Spirit-caused
birth of Jesus would have been tradition-histori-
cally old. However, this is not the case.”

Brown, however, questions this point. Starting
from the premise of the inde-pendence of the two

passages in Matthew and Luke, he says: ‘the agree-
ment of Matthew and Luke on the angelic annun-
ciation of birth as the vehicle of the idea of the
virginal conception establishes rather firmly in my
judgement that a complex of three items antedated
the two Gospels: (1) the literary form of an angelic
annunciation of birth; (2) the theological message
in the annunciation which placed side by side the
Davidic descent of the Messiah and the beget-
ting of God’s Son through the power of the Holy
Spirit; (3) the setting of the annunciation whereby
it involved a young girl who was betrothed but still
a virgin.”® Thus, Brown casts doubts on the idea
that ‘the Spirit-caused birth of Jesus’ is only to be
found in later redactions. So what do we conclude
regarding the silence?

In my judgement, we cannot reconstruct the true
significance of this historical phenomenon: we are
looking through a keyhole; this is simply outside
our field of vision. In fact, it could be anything:
we do not know whether the other biblical authors
had heard of the virginal conception. Suppose they
had, then we can only guess at the reasons for not
mentioning it. Apparently, christological considera-
tions did not play a role: both John and Paul could
have used the theme given their commitment to
pre-existence Christology. Maybe moral scruples
played their part, arising from the discreteness
of the matter? Or perhaps John’s scroll was just
too short and Mark judged that infancy narratives
would fall beyond his scope — or maybe he shrank
from the use of this literary genre, because of the
resemblances to Hellenistic mythology? All we can
see is this fog. This, however, is the same for the
advocates of non-historicity: if this myth really was
a suitable way of expression, why did John not use
it? Or why is he not acquainted with it? One could
advance the argument of the region here — the pir-
ginitas is only found in material associated with
the region of Syria?® — think of Ignatius of Antioch
— but again, I cannot see why this argument could
serve to clarify the silence in case of a myth, but
not in the case of historicity.

I therefore conclude that we just do not know
enough to appraise whether the silence weighs
against historicity or not. I agree with Brown,
however, that the silence does have this signifi-
cance: ‘the silence ...does call into question the
theory that the memory of the virginal concep-
tion was handed down by the family of Jesus to
the apostolic preachers...”” This is an important
observation, to which we will return (7).
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6.2 The Family Shows Lack of Understanding
for Jesus’ Identity

We cannot discuss here all the material about the
‘son of Joseph’ or the genealogies. All these texts,
according to Brown and many others, do not
compel us to re-ject the historicity of the virginal
conception.?® The most compelling argument,
though, according to Brown, is the lack of under-
standing on the part of Jesus’ own family members,
see Mark 3:21.% In short: ‘Did not the virginal
conception carry for Mary some implication as to
who Jesus was?*3 If the virginal conception was
a historical fact, information about it must have
been handed down by the family, even if this mate-
rial only served as a catalyst, as the last piece of a
jigsaw of other historical facts (think of the public
knowledge of the early birth of Jesus). But why,
then, did some members of the family show such
an inadequate understanding of Jesus’ identity?

I propose the following explanation. Possibly,
Mary was not among the “friends’ who thought
that He was beside himself (Mark 3:21). At any
rate, it is only after Easter that acquaintance with
the virginal conception would gradually lead to a
better understanding of Christ’s identity. There-
fore, until well after the resurrection, the family’s
comprehension remained limited and the fact that
they misjudged him, thinking he was ‘beside him-
self’, fits into this picture. This accords well with
the Gospels’ portrayal of all the disciples constantly
groping after Jesus’ true identity. From this, the
family was not spared — not even Mary. A miracu-
lous birth experience would not completely alter
this. Nor would a miraculous birth report, if told
to the other family members. Moreover, if it had
been told, then it would certainly have been told
differently than in the form handed down to us
— think of its insertion into the annunciation nar-
rative.

6.3 The Literary Genre

Let us proceed with examining the hypothesis that
the evangelists used a language of faith that did
not imply historicity. In order to be brief, I tacitly
assess the following variant at the same time: is it
plausible that in the ecarly layers of the tradition
historicity was not implied, but that, somewhere
in their redaction, the evangelists misinterpreted
the accounts of the miraculous birth by explaining
them historically? I adopt the rather vague ‘lan-
guage of faith’, since a more precise classification,
e.g. ‘myth’ or ‘midrash’, tends to bias the issue pre-
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maturely. These particular narratives transcend the
ordinary literary categories; I shall limit myself,
then, to describing as accurately as possible all the
literary techniques used in these narratives. We shall
discern three substantially different ‘techniques’
firstly, typological aspects occur, for instance the
use of the annunciation model, the Old Testament
typology of birth reports and the Moses Haggeda.
Secondly, I will discuss the occurrence of legendary
motifs and, finally, I will enter into the purported
resemblance with Hellenistic mythology.

Whether the evangelists used ‘language of faith’
is no point of discussion. The point is whether this
language implies historicity in this particular case.
We all agree, that their ‘historical accounts are moti-
vated essentially by the kerygma’.*' The authors are
not interested in describing a biological marvel.
At stake is only the following: is historicity for the
evangelists A) conceivable and B) also an intended
aspect of their message? Which arguments could
one propose to deny A and B?

One could think of the contention that people
in the first century ‘did not think historically’. Thus
it 1s argued that historicity is just not a separately
conceivable fact; and, consequently, since we have
to reject A, the same naturally goes for B. This
argument, however, is confused. It is true that the
historical awareness that gradually developed since
the Enlightenment was not theirs: these are people
from before the ‘historical revolution’. However,
being able to conceive of a truly historical virginal
conception has nothing to do with the historical
revolution. The argument hinges on a much too
vague understanding of what comprises the histor-
ical revolution. Let me sum up a few key-features
of the modern phenomenon of historical con-
sciousness. It comprises, apart from its important
social aspects of institutionalisation and profession-
alisation, the following essential characteristics:
cautious treatment of sources, awareness of the
distinctness of the past — the past is fundamentally
different from the present — and awareness that
‘every comprehension of the past is of a historical
nature itself.* This, however, is something com-
pletely different from not being able to conceive
of the historicity of certain facts. Whether Caesar
was really murdered by Brutus for example, was
certainly conceivable for people in the first century.
Likewise, the question whether language of a vir-
ginal conception includes historicity was conceiv-
able for them. Lack of historical consciousness,
which they indeed suffered from, simply does not
affect this. In conclusion, then, we have to admit
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that A was possible. How about B: was historicity
also intended in this literary genre?

The detection of the literary genre is a very
complex matter. It asks for accuracy, because vague
associations induced by ill-defined genres only
result in clouding the issue. So, what literary tech-
niques can be observed? Firstly, by way of intro-
duction, a brief resumé of some of the proposed
solutions. Martin Dibelius argues that Luke’s story
is a legend. Fortunately, he furnishes us with an
exact definition of ‘legend”: A legend aims at edifi-
cation (‘Erbaulichkeit’) through the example of the
piety and holiness of the hero (‘Frommigkeit und
Heiligkeit des Helden’). This definition, clearly,
does not exclude historicity.** However, according
to Dibelius’s own definition, Luke 1:26-38 1s not
a typical legend, for it was evidently not written
in order to edify.3* Thus, we must look for a more
cautious approach, as proposed by Schiirmann:
‘maybe, a more accurate way of expression is to
speak of narrative styled on the Jewish Haggada,
... which aimed at bringing to light history’s pro-
found and concealed meaning.? This appraisal is
even more open to historicity than legend.

Now when we turn to Matthew’s pericope:
this story, according to Dibelius, is not a legend.
Moreover, Luz calls it a “christological Midrash’.3
He does so, however, with considerable reserva-
tions: classifying this pericope as ‘Midrash’ would
extend the concept decisively, for the actual genre
of Midrash does not occur here. It is true that both
Matthew and Luke incorporate the genre of annun-
ciation,’” but calling this ‘Midrash’ only leads to a
non-specific use of the term. In addition, the typol-
ogy of Joseph and Moses occurs, particularly the
Moses of the Haggeda. Thus far, my short inven-
tory of the narration techniques used.

The acknowledgement of all these typological
and salvation-historical narra-tion techniques must
make us aware of the possibility that authors fash-
ioned their accounts on Old Testament stories.
Take, for instance, the OT story of Joseph: Jesus
was modelled as the new Joseph going down te
Egypt in order to save his people, a creative nar-
rative without historical background. However, in
biblical literature, the use of typology is generally a
means of interpreting historical facts. When Isaiah
fashions the return from the Babylonian exile on
the model of the exodus, this does not mean that
the return was not historical. Generally speaking,
typology is a literary tool for the interpretation
of history: in using it, historical facts are taken up
into the biblical hermeneutics of salvation. On the

other hand, I grant that, within this overall herme-
neutical principle, there must be room for creative
modelling of facts. The genre, therefore, comprises
both interpreting as well as modelling, but these
two are ordered hierarchically. The interpretation
of history is the primary aim. In my judgement,
therefore, the character of the genre is mistaken,
when we understand it primarily from the angle
of creative modelling. So with respect to the genre,
the question of whether the flight to Egypt is mod-
clled on the OT story of Joseph without involving
any historical facts is pertinent; at the same time,
however, this genre requires careful scholarly con-
sideration of the possibility of historicity. When
conflicting evidence makes historicity improb-
able, we have to conclude that the flight to Egypt
is probably the result of creative modelling. As
regards the virginal conception, the same sequence
of steps is required.

This results in the following provisional con-
clusion: 1) Legendary aspects, if any (Luke), do
not discard historicity (Dibelius). And 2) this con-
glomerate of typological and salvation-historical
motifs does not vield any literary clues for the asser-
tion that historicity is not involved. We are dealing
with a genre basically inclined to imply historicity,
although it certainly leaves elbowroom for creative
modelling *® Thus, the genre deviates strongly from
the apocryphal birth-narratives, e.g. the Protoevan-
gelinm of James. >

Finally, we have to assess the possibility of Hel-
lenistic myth, the genre of the miraculous birth of
a divine man. Hellenistic myth provides us with
countless exam-ples of miraculous birth stories
through divine intervention. Numerous scholars
have maintained that early Christians sought to
express their faith by using this pagan symbolic
language. Brown, however, summarises some
difficulties with this view:* As for the figures of
world religions, there are internal problems about
the dating of the traditions of their conceptions.”
Secondly, we note that there is actually no paral-
lel of a virginal conception in pagan religion, the
only parallel being a begetting without a human
father (or mother, Aeneas). For we must note a
decisive difference from the pagan legends: they
all involve accounts of sexual intercourse with the
deity (a ‘hieros gamos”).* We should ask, therefore,
whether Christians really would have felt any athn-
ity with these stories, rather than a strong aversion.
Is there really a ‘parallel’ between a child begotten
trough the creative power of the Holy Spirit and
the pagan ‘hieros gamos’, stories burdened as they
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are with amoral sexual conduct of the male deities?
This leads up to the third argument: although we
certainly notice a free use of Hellenistic thought
(compare Philo), the polytheistic setting together
with the often amoral, sexual implications of Hel-
lenistic myth could well have prevented early
Christians from fashioning their salvation message
on the model of these myths.

However, recent scholarship argues that Hellen-
isation was more profound than was accepted pre-
viously** It is claimed that first century doctrinal
borders were permeable. On these grounds, one
could maintain that early Christians made use of
this mythic material in order to express their faith.
Moreover, at this point one could attract Martin
Dibelius’ notion of biggraphical analogy. According
to Dibelius, stories of saints will be enriched along
general mythopoeic laws; direct dependence is not
required for such an increase in legendary mate-
rial. ¥ Thus, the biographies of great and pious
heroes will show a considerable degree of analogy:
divine signs accompany the birth of these heroes.
However, whether one proposes an affinity in this
sense of ‘biographical analogy’ or in a more robust
sense, accepting real dependence, I think that this
is not the main point. The main point is rather that
neither view leads to the conclusion of non-histo-
ricity, for, as I have argued, the literary genre in
Matthew and Luke, is different: in contrast to the
mythical literature of Hellenism, this highly typo-
logical genre with its intrinsic Jewish stamp implies
historicity, at least in principle.** Even if some form
of affinity is admitted, in whatever sense, the liter-
ary genre is transposed into another key, the key of
the redeeming fulfilment of OT prophesies. There-
fore, I conclude that the literary genre, as far as the
virginal conception is concerned, more probably
than not implies historicity. Whether it ultimately
does, depends on the results of section 6.4.

Let us venture into the theological interpreta-
tion of such kinds of literary affinity. One could
think of myth as a dream and the present Gospel
account of the miraculous birth as its fulfilment, an
affinity between prefiguration and fulfilment. This
brings us to C.S. Lewis. Decisive for Lewis’ con-
version was his giving up of the traditional convic-
tion that there could be no continuity whatsoever
between the numinous world of pagan mythi-
cal religion and Christian belief. To him, it was a
kind of disclosure experience finally to realise that
‘Christianity is myth that really happened’.*
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6.4 The Evidence for Non-histc
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Let me briefly sum up the results of ¢
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we are able to avoid a black and white epistemol-
ogy of all-or-nothing as far as certainty of historical
proof is concerned. I hope to show the importance
of this in the present section.

Elaborating on the work of Roderick Chisholm
and Antoon Vos, the Dutch historian and philoso-
pher of history Evwald Mackay recently developed
such a historical f:plstemology"8 He distinguishes
between the different degrees of certainty of belief
and knowledge. Central to his epistemology is
Chisholm’s important com-parative notion of more
reasonable than. Let us arrange a global survey of
these degrees of epistemic appraisal in mounnng
order: believing p is counterbalanced, or it is prob-
able. In addition to these different gradations of
belief, we have degrees of knowledge: ‘beyond rea-
sonable doubt’, ‘evident’ and ‘certain’. Knowledge,
therefore, is not eo pso certain. Here, I will supply
only the definitions of those evaluative terms which
are crucial to the present argument: p is probable
for S if S is more justified in believing p than in
believing the negation of p. And p is beyond reason-
able doubt if S is more justified in believing p than
in withholding judgement on p.* Moreover, each
epistemological risk in historical inquiry makes an
assertion descend on the scale, while each risk suc-
cessfully surmounted makes it rise again on our
epistemic ladder. Take for example Jesus Christ
was crucified’. We have the accounts of direct wit-
nesses and there is no contradicting evidence — or
we are able to explain such evidence. Moreover, the
sources are reliable. We therefore rank this asser-
tion on the highest possible rung: this historical
knowledge is certain.

As regards the virginal conception, however,
things are different. Here we must face the fact that
we simply do not know how the witnesses obtained
their information (6.1, 6.2!). Although we can
suggest all kinds of sources here, this would remain
pure guesswork. The claim that it was Mary herself
who provided the information cannot be verified.
For this reason we cannot rank the virginal con-
ception on the highest rung of the epistemologi-
cal scale. In spite of this, we concluded that it was
more reasonable to accept the historicity than to
reject it. Consequently, the virginal conception is
at least probable. Is it also beyond reasonable doubt?
In that case, it must be more reasonable to accept
it than to withhold judgement. Here a great deal of
variance in opinion should be expected, due to the
enormous complexity of the exegetical argumenta-
tion and the individual appraisal of the manifold
exegetical 1ssues. In the end, it will hover between

the requirement of caution on the one hand and,
on the other, the necessity of explaining the appar-
ent NT facts, something which is done more easily
with the assumption of historicity. In other words:
he who never shoots, never wisses, but he never hits
either. Therefore, I would choose a range of accept-
able options: I would rank the historicity of the
virginal conception somewhere between probable
and beyond reasonable doubt.

Now we can demonstrate the importance of
this careful epistemological method by giving an
example from Brown’s groundbreaking inquiry.
For it is very remarkable that Brown arrives at the
following statements: firstly, ‘On purely exegetical
grounds I came to the conclusion that the scien-
tifically controllable biblical evidence leaves the
question of the historicity of the virginal concep-
tion unresolved.”® At the same time, however, he
affirms that the NT evidence is easier to explain
‘by positing historical basis than by positing theo-
logical creation.®! These two utterances show a
remarkable tension and this, I think, might have to
do with implicit historical epistemology. We must
be cautious about lingering remnants of what we
called ‘black and white epistemology’, for Brown’s
first utterance could be propelled by a conception
of the nature of historical proof as ‘all or nothing’.
He says that the following is missing: “The type
of evidence constituted by tradition from identifi-
able witnesses of the events involved, when that
tradition is traceably preserved and not found in
conflict with other traditions’. I agree that the epis-
temological difficulty resides precisely at this point.
But a careful epistemic analysis cannot stop at this
point. In the light of Brown’s second utterance, we
are allowed to affirm that believing the historicity
is more reasonable than not believing it. In that
case, the historicity of the virginal conception is
probable. If, however, we add that it 1s our duty
to explain the NT evidence, and when this is done
more appropriately by assuming a historical basis,
then it is more reasonable to belief the hlst0r1c1ty
than to refrain from accepting it. Put like this, we
have to appraise the historicity as beyond veasonable
doubt. If we, therefore, rank Brown’s results on the
epistemic scale, it emerges that according to Brown
too, the historicity of the virginal conception is
somewhere between probable and beyond reasonable
doubt. Although Brown is very accurate in his epis-
temic evaluations, we must conclude that in this
particular case still more refinement is required. In
this critical phase of the epistemic evaluation, the
lack of ‘scientifically controllable biblical evidence’
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seems to put other less certain forms of historical
proof in the shadow. Thus, I hope to have dem-
onstrated the importance of the ‘Chisholmian’
method of careful epistemic evaluation.

Gotthold Lessing worried about the ‘breiten
garstigen Graben’ (broad, ugly ditch) between
contingent historical facts and the necessary truths
of reason. However, if we systematically exclude
all weaker degrees of belief, due to our preoccupa-
tions with irrefutable knowledge, this will result in
a small island of ‘irrefutable historical facts’ floating
in an ocean of scepticism. This is harmful: he who
never shoots, never wins! In history, we have to
take risks, and refusing to do so because we want
to be absolutely sure, amounts to nothing more
than not shooting. This eventually leads to a severe
impoverishment of the historical anchors of our
culture. The widespread disentanglement of faith
and historical science is only a provisional solution
highlighting this very same crisis.
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