What can we know about the past?1 About the shape and significance of the actions, thoughts, institutional creations, assumptions, and intentions of those who have lived before us? And how should we think about efforts to describe and interpret the past? Given the nature of the human mind, given the character of the evidence linking our present existence with past lives, and given the relationship of human thought whether past or present to the conceptual frameworks pro vided by societies and cultures as a whole, what is possible and what is not possible to affirm about our knowledge of the past?

These are questions which historians, surprisingly, have only recently addressed, and then only in a desultory fashion. Historians are usually much more eager simply to set about their work than they are to theorize about it. In recent years, however, this casualness about the broader intellectual implications of the effort to recover the past has begun to change, and that for several reasons. 

In the first instance, it has grown increasingly clear how "political" (in the broad sense of the term) historical writing is and always has been. The development of "professional history" in the universities over the last two centuries obscured the political character of historical writing for some time. Early leaders of academic history in Europe and in this country prided themselves on a detachment and an objectivity that they felt defined their advance over earlier, amateur, and much more obviously partisan historians of previous generations.2 The simple act of self-reflection during several generations of professional historical work has made it clear, however, that history-writing has always served political purposes, not just in what historians write but also in how they conceive the nature of their tasks. This same conclusion is also the point of compelling formal studies, of which Peter Novick’s recent That Noble Dream: The "Objectivity Question" and the American Historical Profession is the most impressive.3 In retrospect, it is evident that the first great professional historians in nineteenth-century Europe wrote to heighten the rising sense of nationalism among the European peoples. Just as clear in our own day is the way that political considerations (again, in the broad sense of the turn) shape historical writing. This generalization has been most obviously true for works written by officially sponsored historians of communist countries and by dissidents within those countries. But it is just as true for Western chroniclers of the Cold War, where Leftist historians follow the evidence and assign substantial responsibility for the Cold War to the United States and Rightest historians follow the evidence and assign substantial responsibility for the Cold War to the Soviet Union. It is illustrated by historians of the Reconstruction period in American history, where an individual historian’s degree of sympathy with the modern civil rights movement invariably has correlated with that historian’s interpretative conclusions about the efforts of radical Reconstructionists to bring about a better life for blacks in the post-bellum South. It is true for historians of homosexuality, where gay liberationists find widespread acceptance of homosexual practice in the past and defenders of traditional values find persistent opposition to homosexual practice in the past. Political intent is also manifestly apparent in the writing of church historians. An immense distance, for example, separates the tone of Roman Catholic histories of the Reformation written before the Second Vatican Council, which asked Catholics to exercise greater charity in evaluating other groups of Christians, and those histories of the Reformation written by Catholics after Vatican II. Recently, in short, even historians with their noses deeply buried in the archives have come to sense that more is at work in reporting their findings than simply letting the facts fall where they may.

A second modern condition that has heightened the visibility of philosophical questions about our knowledge of the past is the proliferation in almost all academic disciplines of voices questioning the once widely-shared ideal of detached, rational, scientific inquiry. The reasons for questioning that ideal are various—it is described as the tool of patriarchialist, capitalist, and racist oppressors; it is denounced as dehumanizing; it is depicted as intellectually incoherent. But in each case, the effect is to call into doubt the ability of researchers to move smoothly from a collection of facts to the presentation of universally valid truth.4 In philosophy, a turn toward pragmatism, illustrated by revisionist works like Richard Rorty’s Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979), ridicules traditional quests for the truth about perception, being, and the good, and promotes in their place a picture of knowledge as the transient consensus of privileged intellectual communities. In literary theory, deconstruction a la Jacques Derrida or Stanley Fish denies the stable or systematic relationship between words and either the ones who write the words or the things the words are supposed to stand for. In cultural anthropology, the immensely influential work of Clifford Geertz is usually thought to undercut the notion of stable, universal conceptions of truth. In jurisprudence, proponents of Critical Legal Studies defend the multivalent nature of law and its interpretation, arguing, in the words of one such theorist, that "there are as many plausible readings of the United States Constitution as there are versions of Hamlet."5 In psychology, a hermeneutical turn has called into question Freud’s own pretensions about the scientific character of psychoanalysis. And in social theory, influential theorists from the Continent like Michel Foucault and Jürgen Habermas define almost all cultural verities—whether about sexuality, mental health, diet, or the distribution of economic resources–as functions of shifting power relationships. Such voices, with their flat rejection of objective, value-neutral research, have become increasingly important among historians because of the trend that has been strengthening throughout the twentieth century for opening up historical work to the concepts, materials, and strategies of the various social sciences and humanities.

A third influence rousing historians from dogmatic slumbers has been even more unnerving. It is the conviction proposed most influentially by Thomas Kuhn in his 1962 essay, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, that even natural science the intellectual standard since Newton for hard, real, genuine knowledge—may itself be less fixed, less intellectually pristine, less value neutral than all of Western civilization once assumed.6 Such a suggestion is significant for historians because the goal of most professional historians over the last century had been to justify their existence by demonstrating that they too were scientific, that they were shedding the burdens of value-laden, subjective, and partisan history.7 But Kuhn’s shocker, though disconcerting enough, was only an opening salvo. His focus was on the internal operations of science, and his intent was to mount a back-handed defense of "normal science" on a pragmatic foundation more in line with the lived realities of scientific experience instead of the self-gratifying myths of scientific heroism. Other, more radical historians of science went much beyond Kuhn. They argued that scientific knowledge was relative not only to intellectual shifts internal to the guild of professional scientists. It was also relative to the very same social, political, racial, sexual, and economic conventions of culture that seem to have shaped so decisively the social sciences and the humanities.8 These historians of the external relations of science have made their most impressive cases studying the age of Newton and the rise of Darwinism in Britain, as well as the American commitment to conceptions of common-sense, Baconian empiricism in the early United States.9 In these instances, along with many others, it has not been difficult to show that what scientists and awed non-scientists held to be the sanitized results of pristinely objective inquiry were in fact products, at least in large part, of religious or social pre-conceptions, competition for status, eagerness for warrants to justify influence, and still other factors having nothing directly to do with the study of nature as such. With the anchor of scientific objectivity drifting, if not lost altogether, aspirations to write history scientifically were cast adrift on a very choppy sea.

This combination of influences has shaken even some very imperturbable historians into sober reflection on the nature of their enterprise. The result is that for the last few years rumors of an "epistemological crisis" concerning the status of knowledge about the past have swept even the out-of-the way landscapes that historians inhabit.10 Even they have awakened to the fact that the general chaos characterizing contemporary Western epistemology does not exempt the effort to understand the past.

This state of affairs presents a matter of pressing concern for all of us. The sense of who we are, what we are here for, and what we may hope for in the future are all dependent, to a greater rather than lesser degree, upon our under standing of where we have come from, on who and what has contributed to our development. Upon the least reflection, almost everyone will admit to the sense of having been shaped by a multitudinous inheritance—ideals, scandals, patience, struggle, death, celebration, worship, love, disillusionment, hope, selfishness, altruism, and so much more—all experienced before we arrived on the scene, all having left some record that (we hope) can guide and enrich our existence, and all worthy of passing on in some fashion to our children. And so, in these general terms, the debate over how we know the past is a debate on how we define ourselves.

But if the crisis in historical knowledge is important in general, it is even more important for the members of Christian communities, since Christianity hinges critically in at least two ways upon an ability to understand of the past. At stake, first, is the foundation of Christian faith. Christians, at least those in the broad stream of confessional Catholicism, Orthodoxy, and Protestantism, affirm that their very existence is defined by the meaning of purportedly historical events—an omnipotent deity who from nothing created the heavens and the earth, the same God who called Abraham to be the father of many nations, who threw the Egyptian horse and rider into the sea in order to preserve his purpose among a chosen people, and who showed himself and his loving intentions for humanity supremely in becoming a person himself. The historical record of Jesus, the incarnate Son of God, is for Christians even more foundational than the historical record of their own lives—that he was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, and lived a life of moral perfection; that he suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried; that on the third day he rose again from the dead, ascended to heaven, and will come again to judge the living and the dead.

Implicit, moreover, in affirming these events in the history of salvation is a definite view of historical understanding. These events, Christians hold, may be known to be factual. In addition, there may be a reasonable degree of certainty and a reasonable degree of consensus among believers as to what these long-past events mean for our lives in the late twentieth century. Reliable records of these events, supremely in the Bible, present the story with a basic accuracy. The meaning of events described in the Bible has been handed down in lines of reliable tradition that show us (though at a distance of 2,000 years and more) the significance of those ancient events today. Finally, by understanding the nature of those events and acting on that understanding, people may be reconciled to God, may be brought to see the infinite worth of other humans, and may become agents of God’s work in the world.

At stake is also, however, another range of issues besides those related narrowly to faith itself, for Christians have traditionally held that their picture of God and his works has far-ranging implications for more general knowledge. That is, the same sort of historical realism that undergirds Christian understanding of the gospel is matched by a general epistemological realism with respect to the creation. In a set of assumptions that may be found in different versions, Christians have usually assumed that because God is the creator of the material world and the institutions of civilization, because God has made human beings in his image, and because God wills for humans to subdue the earth, the possibility exists for human beings to come to know some things about the material world and the world of human institutions. This epistemological confidence in general knowledge about the world also entails definite assumptions about historical knowledge, for it is based precisely on what the historical records of Scripture and Christian tradition tell of God’s actions and of his character, and on what we may be assumed even in a post-modern world to draw reliably from those records.

These Christian assertions about historical knowledge have always been a challenge to searching minds. They were "foolishness" to "the Greeks" that the Apostle Paul described in his first epistle to the Corinthians. In the eighteenth century, their scandalous audacity offended Gotthold Ephraim Lessing who described instead an "ugly ditch" between particular historical assertions and general truths of reason.11 They stimulated David Hume, Immanuel Kant, and a whole host of their successors to propose alternative conceptions of knowledge, truth, and the past. But they have become even more of a challenge as modern currents undercut ever more persistently the conventions that citizens of the West generally used to entertain about our ability to know and interpret the past. 

What, then, may be said from a Christian point of view about the crisis in historical knowledge? At this point, the temptation is great to slide around the issue. Some very capable historians have taken this approach, most notably the distinguished scholar of early modern England, J. H. Hexter, who made a kind of career out of pooh-poohing thorny issues of philosophy and historiography by championing the ability of a sympathetic common sense to cut through the Gordian knots of historical uncertainty.12 The temptation for believers to sweep the challenges under the rug, simply to preach louder, to ignore these issues in hopes that they will soon go away is not necessarily foolishness. The sort of people who most readily heed the Christian message seem also to have the fewest qualms about affirming that we can know quite a bit about the past. At the present moment, the temptation to treat hesitations about historical knowledge as a passing fancy is strengthened by events in Eastern Europe, where a host of common-sense historiographers have turned the world upside down in no small measure because they believe implicitly in the reliability of human knowledge about the past.

But we are not in Eastern Europe and American higher education is not the place where proletarian assumptions about historical knowledge are encouraged. So, while being aware of the complexity of the general problem, I would like to offer a Christian response to the issues posed by the crisis in historical knowledge, and to do so, moreover, in terms posed by those who have, with telling force, exposed the dimensions of that crisis.

The plan is, first, to describe briefly three wide-spread and influential twentieth-century attitudes toward knowledge of the past. These attitudes—which may be called the scientific, the ideological, and the relativistic—have predominated at different times over the last century. All of them are also defended today. Second, an argument will be made that a Christian perspective on knowledge can provide not only a, but the best foundation for restoring confidence in the human ability to know the past reliably. By implication, this will also be an argument that the Christian faith provides a secure foundation for acquiring reliable knowledge about many other aspects of the material world and the world of human interactions.

Finally, the paper moves beyond a utilitarian recommendation of Christianity for its usefulness in recovering a certain degree of confidence in historical knowledge to suggesting that, even by the reasoning of relativistic theories of knowledge, Christianity should be regarded not just as historiographically useful, but also as true.

The first attitude was one promoted by the founders of professional history in the United States. It is the conviction that genuine knowledge of the past must be derived through verificationist procedures modeled directly on a strictly empirical conception of the physical sciences. This position may be called positivistic, scientistic, or with greater charity, scientific. It was the embodiment among historians of the Enlightenment ideal hailed by Alexander Pope in the eighteenth century: "Nature and nature’s laws lay hid in night / God said, let Newton be, and all was light." If only those who wrote about the past could do so with the impartial objectivity of a Newton, the results would be as revolutionary in history as his had been in science. Among historians, this position enjoyed some vogue in England as early as the mid-nineteenth century, especially in the work of H. T. Buckle.13 It flourished in America from the beginning of modern university study in the 1870s through the First World War as historians routinely promoted the idea that history should be a strictly empirical science. George Burton Adams summed up this general opinion in his presidential address before the American Historical Association in 1908. The job of historians, Adams argued, was "to ascertain as nearly as possible and to record exactly what happened." Questions concerning "the philosophy of history" were wisely left of "poets, philosophers and theologians." Historians knew, Adams went on, that "at the very beginning of all conquest of the unknown lies the fact, established and classified to the fullest extent possible." Others may yield to "the allurements of speculation," but "the field of the historian is, and must long remain, the discovery and recording of what actually happened."14
Conservative Protestants have a special reason for looking kindly upon this conception of scientific history, for over the last generation conservative Protestant historians have worked their way back into the ranks of university students of history by adopting objective standards. At least since the 1940s, a considerable number of British and American historians of confessional or evangelical Protestant conviction—among others, Herbert Butterfield, Patrick Collinson, and Margaret Spufford in Britain; Kenneth Scott Latourette, E. Harris Harbison, Arthur Link, Lewis Spitz, Timothy Smith, Martin Marty, and George Marsden in the United States—have won recognition in the academy for their work precisely by demonstrating their skill at writing objective history. To do so, these historians have abandoned—at least while working within university precincts—the church’s long tradition of providential historiography that stretches back to Constantine’s Eusebius. In theological terms, the historians have switched over to consider historical writing as situated in the sphere of creation rather than in the sphere of grace, as a manifestation of general rather than special revelation. Put differently, Christian historians in the modern academy have made the implicit confession that history is not theology. This confession means that they construct their accounts of the past from facts ascertained through documentary or material evidence and explained in terms of natural human relationships.

Christian historians may have exploited scientific history to reenter the academy, but the burden of Christian analysis also shows manifest shortcomings in the extreme statements of the scientific ideal. The perversion of scientific history lies not in its use of empirical methods, but in its shortsightedness about the process that culminates in written history. The agents of history—those who act and who witness actions, those who make and transmit records, those who attempt to reconstruct past actions on the basis of those records—are people with world views, biases, blindspots, and convictions. Moreover, the most important human actions—responsible choices with consequences—are the very ones most resistant to the kind of replication and control required for a strictly empirical science. In short, the positivist presupposition about historical knowledge arises out of a good thing, but a good thing carried recklessly beyond its own limits.

A second contemporary presupposition about historical knowledge is much more widely shared among both academics and non-academics. It is the assumption that historical writing exists in order to illustrate the truth of propositions known to be true before study of the past begins. This stance may be called the ideological presupposition. In the modern world it is almost certainly the most widely practiced form of history. It could also be called the "whig" view of history, defined over a half-century ago by Herbert Butterfield as the telling of "a story which is meant to reveal who is in the right."15 In simplest terms, this assumption holds that written history exists to illustrate two things: first, how similar all of the past is to the present; and second, how clearly the past reveals the inevitable emergence of the present conditions which most concern the historian. Western Christians often think of Marxism as the major proponent of such an ideological view, and with some justice. In crass and not so crass forms, Marxist history has had to fit.16
Ideological history, however, was not invented by Karl Marx. It rather began with the ancient Greeks and Romans, and then received an especially strong boost from early Christian historians. With the spread of Christianity, the content of history changed, but the form remained the same. The most influential early church historians, Eusebius and Orosius, specified how developments in Greece, Rome, and the Middle East demonstrated God’s designs for the universal spread of the church.17 This ideological conception of history prevailed among Christians in the Middle Ages, and then in competing versions among Catholics and Protestants into the nineteenth century.18 It is Still probably the dominant perspective in many religious traditions to this day, Protestant evangelicals more than most. 

In other venues, ideological history has provided the form for the national histories written during the modern period. Under the influence of various romantic movements, it flourished during the nineteenth century as an effort to find the distinctive Geiste of the individual European Völker. The approach has always been important in the self-conception of Americans. More recently, feminist and black perspectives have generated a great amount of work exploiting innovative historical research for substantially predetermined conclusions. And in recent years, a particularly active form of ideological history in the United States has drawn together national, Christian, and political elements. It is the view that history reveals how American democratic capitalism developed under the active providence of God.19
A third modern attitude toward historical knowledge, if not the most prevalent, is certainly the most articulate in the academy. It is the assumption that we cannot in any traditional sense really know the past, that all history is a creative reconstruction of how, for whatever reason, the historian would like things to have been. The theoretical denial of the objectivity of historical knowledge enjoys a robust life in the academy. We may call it the relativistic view, a position with important, even contradictory, manifestations.

In the world of Anglo-American history writing, an influential view of historical relativism was first expressed by Carl Becker and Charles Beard, two of America’s most influential historians of the century’s first decades. Becker pro vided the most famous exposition of these views when he addressed the American Historical Association as its president in 1931. In that address Becker gave full expression to the convictions that circumstantial predilections determine a vision of the past. History, he said, is "an imaginative creation, a personal possession which each one of us ... fashions out of his individual experience, adapts to his practical or emotional needs, and adorns as well as may be to suit his aesthetic tastes."20 Beard and Becker were recalled from solipsistic applications of their position by the events of World War II. Both were appalled by the thought that historical study, as they had earlier described it, could offer no principled reasons for favoring the Allies over the Axis Powers. Yet others soon arose to pursue the path they had prepared.

Over the last quarter century the number of serious proposals questioning the possibility of historical knowledge in anything like its traditional sense have increased dramatically. As noted above, these are now commonplace in philosophy, literary criticism, anthropology, jurisprudence, political theory, and psychology. Among historians, one of the most visible proponents of the view is Hayden White, whose major study, Metahistory, argued in 1973 that "the historian performs an essentially poetic act, in which he prefigures the historical field and constitutes it as a domain upon which to bring to bear the specific theories he will use to explain ‘what was really happening’ in it."21
The central argument underlying this view is that present circumstances and present realities so thoroughly define the vision of a historian that our supposed knowledge of the past is actually an expression of the historian’s own longings, self-interest, ideology, or psychology. No path exists to the past which is not a disguised tour of the present.

In extreme form, the relativistic conception is a triple offense to Christian faith. Christians hold that a realm of reality beyond the immediate sensory perception of this generation is the fundamental reality which makes possible the perception of all other realities. They believe, furthermore, that this more basic reality was manifest with unique force in events and circumstances of history. And they affirm that this reality is supernatural as well as natural, that it stems originally from God. It is hard to imagine a sharper antithesis than that between such Christian views and extreme statement of relativistic assumptions about historical knowledge.

At the same time, more modest statements of historical relativity turn out to comport surprisingly well with basic Christian teaching. In fact, insights from the relativistic and ideological approaches to history may be even more useful for a Christian effort to defend the reliability of historical knowledge than those associated with the notion of scientific history.

The Christian faith does, in fact, offer a conserving strategy to meet the epistemological crisis of historical knowledge. It holds out the assurance that there is a past, real in itself, which we may actually study and genuinely come to know. To put the matter in altogether utilitarian terms: come to Christ and regain your confidence that historical research can lead to at least a measure of genuine knowledge about the past. Faith in God, rather than confidence in the capabilities of humans as defined by Enlightenment visionaries, enables us to reach some of the goals advanced by defenders of scientific history.

To make this claim stick, we must begin by defining the kind of Christianity we are talking about. The sort of Christian faith that is best able to restore confidence in our ability to know the past is the full-blown theism of Augustine, the Catholic mystics, the Protestant reformers, and, closer to the Enlightenment itself, the French Catholic Nicolas Malebranche, the British Bishop George Berkeley, and the New England Congregationalist Jonathan Edwards. This sort of Christian faith affirms that God is not just the creator and passive sustainer of the world, but also that his energy is the source of the world’s energy and his will the foundation of its existence.

There are different ways of describing this kind of Christian belief, but all of them stress the world’s radical dependency upon God, the human mind’s derivative relation to the divine mind, and the benevolent intention of God to share with humans an understanding of the reality he sustains. A summary of Malebranche’s arguments, for example, speaks of his convictions concerning "man’s dependence on God. It is God who creates us and conserves us from moment to moment and who alone acts on us and for us. Owing our existence and actions as well as our knowledge to God, we are truly united with him." Berkeley, J. O. Urmson summarizes, "certainly thinks that the metaphysical explanation of why some ideas have coherence, liveliness and independence of our wills is because God, the infinite spirit, causes them. Thus metaphysical reality is to be explained in terms of the activity of God." Jonathan Edwards put it perhaps most directly: "that which truly is the substance of all bodies is the infinitely exact and precise and perfectly stable idea in God’s mind, together with his stable will that the same shall gradually be communicated to us, and to other minds, according to certain fixed and exact established methods and laws: or in somewhat different language, the infinitely exact and precise divine idea, together with an answerable, perfectly exact, precise and stable will with respect to correspondent communications to created minds, and effects on their minds."22
What these ideas of God and the world share is a rejection of the deistical notion that God made the world, established its laws, created humans with certain mental capabilities to understand the world, and then stepped back to see what would happen. Since the mid-eighteenth century, Christians, no less than non believers, have been enamored of this Enlightenment view of God. It is a view which fueled a search for Arguments from Design to demonstrate the existence of God, which led to increasingly frenzied efforts at demonstrating the benevolence of God over against supposedly autonomous standards of justice, which heightened concern for the apologetic value of miracles as events where God intervenes in a world proceeding normally under its own inner compulsion, and which placed a great burden upon believers to justify their faith rationally with the procedures that the great scientists used to reason about nature. The historian James Turner has well described the burden this view placed on believers from the time of the Enlightenment onwards: "As Newton was deified, so the temptation was great to Newtonify the Deity. If science and rationalism had raised questions about God and unsettled belief, then, what more logical response than to shore up religion by remodeling it in the image of science and rationality? Accordingly, many spokesmen of the church—theologians, minister, lay writers enthusiastically magnified the rationalizing tendencies already apparent within belief, increasingly conceived assurance of God as a matter of the intellect and the grounds of belief as rationally demonstrable."23
Against these Enlightenment conceptions of God, Christians like Malebranche, Berkeley, and Edwards postulated a deity who filled the universe he had created, who activated the minds he had made in his own image, who brooded over the world with constant love as well as distant power. This is the sort of Christianity that can rescue historical knowledge. The rescue operation consists of several steps, each resting on central teachings of the Christian faith. Together, these steps recognize a substantial contribution from relativistic as well as from scientific ideas of history, but are not in the end necessarily dependent upon either, or upon the practices of ideological historians.

(1) First, this view of God affirms that the divine creation and sustaining of the world is the foundation for epistemological confidence of whatever sort. Humans may have hope in their efforts to understand the world, past or present, because the reality of the world external to ourselves depends ultimately upon God rather than upon ourselves. Humans may have a reasonable degree of confidence that their minds are able to grasp some elements of reality external to themselves because their minds have been made in the image of God who is responsible for that external reality. And humans may trust that there is some sort of meaningful correspondence between external reality and their own internal mental capacities because they themselves, along with external reality, all flow from a single coordinate act of divine creation and all share in the same providential maintenance.

The doctrine of creation also shows why the analogy between historical study and scientific research is a fruitful one, if the analogy is taken in a general sense. Because of creation, the historian’s reliance upon the empirical data of research resembles the scientist’s reliance upon empiricism. In both cases scientists and historians do their work assuming the contingency of events—that is, they believe that knowledge depends more upon an ability to perceive the event in its own development than upon deductive explanations brought to the event. Christians like Malebranche, Berkeley, and Edwards contended that researchers were able to believe in the independent reality of those events outside of themselves, and in their mind’s ability to follow the course of external developments, only because they were trusting, implicitly or explicitly, in God. Malebranche, Berkeley, and Edwards affirmed comprehensive theism in part because they felt that only such a theism was capable of sustaining the unusually productive potential of science. Theirs was an idealism in service to science. Their view of God is equally reassuring for efforts to understand the past. Early modern scientists and defenders of scientific history both overstated the degree to which they could be free from pre-understandings. Yet they also displayed a laudable confidence in the world extra nos because God had made it, because God sustains it, and because God opens it to humans through mental abilities that also come from his gracious hand.24
(2) The analogy between scientific and historical research leads us to a second consideration. If a Christian doctrine of creation looks in the first instance like a warmed-over version of scientific history, it also points in a relativistic direction as well. If we say that humans may be confident about obtaining true knowledge in science or history because they may be confident in God’s creating power, we are conceding one of the most important principles of the relativistic approach to history. This concession is that arguments about the meaning of particular historical events, conditions, or circumstances must also be arguments, however implicit, about "the nature of things" more generally. The same is true for science. For example, when scientists discuss the question of the nature of light, they must also discuss, at least implicitly, the reliability of human perception, the nature of probability, the meaning of human measurements, and many other metaempirical subjects. Similarly, for historians to argue about what "caused" the Civil War or the Cold War, or about why the relationships between men and women in Western civilization have changed over time, is also to argue about human nature, ideals of social order, the nature of evil, and whether there is a possibility for human progress. In other words, when we affirm that a belief in creation stands behind the possibility of objective knowledge, we are also confirming a major tenet of the relativists, that all knowledge, whether historical or scientific, is a function of some point of view, and in that sense ideological or relativistic.

And there are other ways in wh ich Christian teaching points to the relativity of historical knowledge. The doctrine of the Fall and the resultant depravity of human nature suggest that the human moral condition obscures vision, presuma bly for historical as well as moral reasoning. The Scriptures are replete with warnings concerning the way that idolatry or willful disobedience of the divine law makes humans "blind" or "deaf" (e.g., Is. 6:9-10; 42:18-20; 43:8; Matt 15:14; 23:16ff; II Cor. 4:4; II Peter 1:9), and they describe how sinfulness "darkens understanding" (Eph. 4:18). Except in those Christian traditions that teach perfection for believers in this life, the skewing of perspective caused by the human bent toward self characterizes the vision of believers as well as for those who are not believers. An ability to understand the past objectively and without distortion, in other words, is not confirmed by Christian doctrine about the human condition.

There are, however, more positive Christian teachings that can also lead to the conviction that God intends historical understanding to be relative to specific times, places, and circumstances. These teachings have to do with the dignity of particularities, with the awareness that it is God who made humans in such a way that they could benefit from particular adaptation to particular cultural circumstances. The record in the first chapters of Genesis, that God assigned humans the stewardship of the earth, certainly implies divine sanction for the particular adaptation to different landscapes, climates, and cultures that such a stewardship requires. And whatever one makes of the historical or moral implications of the Tower of Babel, it is clear that God ordained the multiplicity of human languages, with the consequent particularities of cultural understanding that the diversity of tongues entails. Again, these teachings indicate that while we have come relatively late to consider the different perspectives created by differing cultural circumstances, it was God’s determinate will that ordained those varying circumstances.

In addition, the Incarnation and the outworking of redemption in the particu lar culture of first-century Judaism suggests something—if only a dim shape within a mystery—about the dignity of human actions and perspective rooted in very specific historical circumstances. If God accomplished redemption for humanity "when Cyrenius was governor of Syria" and "under Pontius Pilate," is not God also telling us that he fully affirms the appropriateness of his saving action taking place within the context of one particular set of cultural circum stances? Christians traditionally have affirmed—and rightly so—the universal meaning for all people everywhere of those saving acts in first-century Judea under Roman rule on the edge of Hellenistic civilization. But could Christians not also confess that the cultural particularity of redemption affirms the appropriate ness of cultural particularity? If so, the conclusion would have to follow that those who lived "when Ghengis Khan was governor of Mongolia" or "under President McKinley"—and who experienced the world from the particular cultural perspec tive of those times and places—would be fully justified in doing so because of the way that God himself had dignified the perspective of a singular cultural setting. On the basis of such reasoning, the writing of history from the point of view of a particular culture becomes not only inescapable, but also divinely ordained and good. Relativism, in other words, has a divine sanction.

(3) But, third, this kind of Christian relativism must not be mistaken for skepticism about historical knowledge or considered support for nihilistic conclusions about the possibility of knowing the past. To race incautiously from this kind of Christian relativism—and perhaps from other forms of modest relativism as well—to skeptical or radically historicist conclusions is unnecessary. If we admit that our knowledge about the past (or the world in general) is relative to our points of view, our characters, our particular perspectives, we are not necessarily saying that we are condemned to a merely imaginative grasp of the past. The Christian reason for this assertion includes doctrines concerning the unity of humanity and concerning humanity as the image-bearer of God.

The unity of human nature is built into the foundation of Christian teaching. In particular, it is the predicate of redemption: "As in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive" (I Cor. 15:22). For historiographical purposes, this Christian teaching means that all humans must be alike—not just in their moral nature, but also in their propensity to write about the past from within the perspective of their own particular cultures. That is, the relativity of historical understanding that arises from diverse perspectives, frameworks, and cultures is kept from historiographical solipsism by the fact that a common human nature underlies the production of different views of the past. Humans are going to conclude different things about the past, but the fact that all humans share God given qualities of conscience, intellectual potential, and social capabilities means that differing views of the past will not differ absolutely. The differing conditions of human cultures mean that histories will never be the same; the commonalities of human nature mean that histories will never be absolutely antithetical.

As it happens, this extrapolation of Christian teaching fits fairly well with the logic of historical relativism. If all history is relative, due to the placement of the historian within the historian’s own times, it must then follow that it is universally true that people write about the past in terms of their own present circumstances. And if this is true, then historical relativism yields one non-relative reality: viz., all people write history the same way. If we put this in different words, we are led by relativistic arguments themselves to consider a second Christian doctrine that brightens the picture of historical relativism. Relativist views of historical knowledge depend upon the positive assertion that all humans in every time and every place construe the past relative to their own circumstances—that is, that humans are active and creative in similar ways as they draw meaning from their examination of the past. This assertion about what humans do variously assumes some thing about what humans are uniformly, agents who imaginatively create a mental picture of the world that they inhabit.

Such reasoning leads naturally to the Christian doctrine that humans are made in the image of God. Many of the traits and attributes that characterize God also characterize human beings. Such teaching is a constant in all Christian traditions, as is also the qualification that the image of God in humans is limited by our finiteness and distorted by our sin. But the positive statement of the doctrine is that human actions and human states of mind bear a resemblance to divine actions and divine states of mind. With this doctrine, and observing the imaginative energy that humans display in describing the past, we may conclude, not that humans are creative in understanding the past, but that they are re-creative.

The suggestion that people are and should be active re-creators of the past fits especially well with the full-blown theism of the Christian philosophers mentioned above, Malebranche, Berkeley, and Edwards. Their view was that the world, with all its regularities of physical nature and human society, continues to exist because God thinks it into existence moment by moment. These Christian philosophers were idealists, or tended in an idealist direction. The world simply is an extension of the mind of God. From that perspective, the element of human creativity in describing and evaluating the past becomes a creativity that explicitly imitates the divine creativity in sustaining the world. The human activity of re-creating the past images the divine activity that constantly engenders the world.

In trying to show how Christian doctrine supports confidence in our ability to know the past, but that it does so in ways closer in form to the principles of relativistic history than to scientific history, I have raced rapidly past far too many complicated and important questions. I have offered merely a sketch that has not even touched upon what we might call anomalies in the Christian paradigm, specifically the problem of evil and the nature of human free will. But even from such a superficial and incomplete outline, perhaps it may be clear why it is possible to say that, from a Christian angle of vision, we are able to reach the scientific goal of reliable knowledge about the past only by embracing principles from the relativist depiction of historical knowledge.25
Thus, from the perspective of the great Christian idealists of the eighteenth century, the correspondence theory of historical knowledge—the theory that the written product of research can correspond to the actual experience of what happened—is valid only because there is no material "out there" out there. Correspondence works, but the correspondence is between our minds and God’s mind. 

Next, we may progress in our understanding of the past, not if we are confident in human autonomy (as the great proponents of scientific history have been), but if we celebrate our dependence upon God.

Then, we may say we have objective knowledge about the past only because our knowledge is relative—relative to our circumstances, relative to our nature, and relative to God.

Finally, it is possible to conclude that we can reach toward a true picture of the past, not because we have abstracted ourselves from the influence of cultural bias, but because we embrace wholeheartedly the particularity of cultural situations.

(4) But, fourth and finally, we must return to Christian reasons for why our knowledge of the past will never be entirely correct, fully true, or completely satisfactory. We might think that if historical knowledge depends upon the person and work of God, we would have the highest confidence in obtaining a perfectly true picture of the past. All that is necessary is to seek the divine perspective. But it is precisely Christian revelation that describes the effort to obtain the divine perspective as grossest idolatry and the source of profoundest evil. The height of foolishness is to confuse the tasks of creator and creature (Rom. 1). Humans are creatures, not the creator. As such we will always be limited by our finitude from seeing the whole picture. We will always be predisposed by our fallenness to misconstrue the results of historical inquiry for our own idolatrous satisfaction. We will always be trading the advantages that come from living in the God ordained particularities of our own cultures for the blindness that comes from being unable to see what is so obvious to those who gaze upon the past from other frames of reference.

Historian Bruce Kuklick once helpfully illuminated the question of historian’s self-perception by arguing that many historians see themselves in the position of "ideal observers—that is, individuals who through research make themselves nearly omniscient about particular historical events and who may then consider their evaluative reactions to be the normative reactions that all humans would experience if they too had carried out the investigation. However productive this self-depiction may be, Kuklick was quick to see its limits. As he put it, "Making an evaluation consists in part in attempting to put ourselves into a position of an ideal observer. Because this is ultimately impossible, however, there may be ... disag reement about what is right or wrong.... [W]e have no guarantee that our reactions are similar to [others’] and thereby allow us to decide correctly .... [T]he conclusive answer to any evaluative question always eludes us and our evalua tions will always be insecure. Men, in short, are only like God." But from his point of view as one examining the behavior of historians, Kuklick did not consider our inability to be God "a serious shortcoming."26 There is still much of value to be discovered about the past through our efforts to act as though we could be ideal observers.

In Christian terms: We do see, but through a glass, darkly. 

The historiographical conclusion, then, is that Christian teaching offers a solution to the crisis of historical knowledge, and indeed of scientific and other kinds of knowledge. The nature of the solution is to propose that we can have reliable knowledge and real understanding of the past, but that this knowledge and understanding must be modest. Christian teaching does not warrant the belief that we can obtain full and complete understanding, but it does provide reasons for a chastened realism about our grasp of history and indeed for other areas of research.

But this statement cannot really be the conclusion, for we must now ask—is Christianity in fact true? Christianity of the sort I have proposed may provide a theoretical defense for a modest realism, but that defense is of little consequence if Christianity itself is not true. Or at best such an argument might provide a bit of parochial reassurance for those already committed to faith, but mean absolutely nothing to those who consider Christianity passe, outmoded, or false.

But how, then, if we have acknowledged that Christianity does not support naively objectivist modes of demonstration, can we recommend Christianity as true? One answer is to assert that an apology for Christianity must begin where our knowledge of the past begins, with an understanding that is relative to our own perspectives. This strategy poses no difficulty for the religion of the Bible, since we read repeatedly in Scripture that the ability to rest in the truth of God depends upon a willingness to align our vision with the truth that is being proposed. In other words, the Scriptures talk of a faith confirmed by experiencing it: "Taste and see that the Lord is good! Happy is the one who takes refuge in him!" (Ps. 34:8) They are frankly perspectivalist: "Whoever would draw near to God must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him." (Heb. 11:6) They stress that even the ability to believe rests upon God’s actions in changing the orientation of perspectives. In the words of Jesus, only when God alters our framework of reference are we then eager to come to God: "All that the Father gives me will come to me; and him who comes to me I will not cast out." (John 6:37) There is, thus, no Christian reason for expecting a demonstration of Christianity that fits the Enlightenment ideal of objective, scientific proof.

To be sure, believers and non-believers continue to share a common humanity, and that common humanity allows for a great deal of argument and demonstration of the sort that the Apostle Paul pursued on his missionary journeys and that other apologists have also advanced effectively. Yet the larger reality is that Christianity itself seems to suggest that the day of value neutral persuasion is over, at least for now. Instead, the faith seems to teach that if a person’s perspective is defined by fixation upon the self, that person simply will not see why it is good to turn to God.

But what then is left for a believer to say to a non-believer who might be willing to concede that a Christian frame of reference offers a response to crises of historical knowledge, at least if one is a Christian? As it turns out, quite a bit may be said.

In biblical terms, the recognition that it is God who brings about belief is the source, not of despair, but of hope. To recognize that my perspective is turned away from God, that I deny God, is to recognize that I am now numbered among those who are lost unless God draws them to himself. But this is not such a bad place to be in. So long as I think I have the capacity within myself to alter my own frame of reference by myself, I cannot be one whom God is changing to love and enjoy himself. When I come to see that only God can reorient my perspective away from lesser realities to supreme realities, then I am in a position to be drawn by God into his love. Only when I realize how bound I am by the particularities of rny own experience, can I come to sense how the particularities of the Incarnation open up a way of truth and love.

An apology for Christianity can also use the language of relativism. Why become a Christian? Because of anomalies within other paradigms. To be sure, a person will not be able to experience the satisfactions of the Christian paradigm until that person undergoes a revolution, a gestalt shift from a paradigm defined by the centrality of the self to one defined by the centrality of God. But since all humans experience life within paradigmatic frameworks, we may confidently expect some common experiences to be present in all paradigms, however differ ently they are perceived. Within some paradigms the anomalies of historical knowledge when construed scientifically, relativistically, or ideologically may be enough to precipitate a personal revolution that leads to embracing a Christian paradigm and its confidence in reasonably secure knowledge of the past. But even for such ones who might find historiographical anomalies an occasion for embrac ing the Christian paradigm, there will be other anomalous experiences. Those anomalies will be shared by all humans who do not love and enjoy God, regard less of their interest in history. Of all such possible anomalies, the one that will recur with the greatest frequency and cause the greatest disquiet is the sense of beauty, truth, clarity, goodness, and holiness that is given to all men and women to glimpse, whatever their frames of reference, in the face of Jesus Christ. 
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