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Review Article

Square Pegs for Round Holes? Applying
Michael Licona’s Historical Method to
Jesus’ Resurrection

Stephen Smith!

1. Independent researcher

In some of his writings, the biblical historian Michael Licona claims that the history of the gospel
accounts of Jesus’ bodily resurrection can best be demonstrated by the application of tried and trusted
historical methods such as the principles of analogy and antecedent probability. In his magnum opus,
The Resurrection of Jesus ﬂl’ he adds the principle of inference to the best explanation as an extra tool
and avers that Bayes’ Theorem may also be of use. In response, I argue that each of the methods
applied by Licona to the resurrection has its shortcomings, not least because the involvement of God
as agent is ipso facto beyond the possibility of historical enquiry. Despite the obvious evangelical
objections, I suggest that, assuming there was a resurrection ‘event’ of sorts, the best of the natural
explanations, such as the hallucination-cum-collective delusion hypothesis, is as likely to be true as

the traditional explanation in historical terms.
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1. Introduction

Until some thirty years ago, biblical and secular historians largely ignored each other. It was rare indeed
for biblical scholars to display any knowledge or interest in the methods applied by their secular
counterparts, or vice versa. The Bible, after all, was claimed to have been ‘written’ or at least inspired by
God, and God was beyond historical investigation. When I was studying for my BA in Biblical History and
Exegesis, one of the course books was John Bright’s A History of Israel Ql, a work spoken of in hushed
tones by scholar and student alike. Although it was well-written and sounded like the work of a typical

historian, it was essentially an account of the Old Testament history we find in the Bible, supplemented,
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where possible, by other Ancient Near Eastern sources collected, most notably, in J.B. Pritchard’s Ancient

Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament Bl Bright simply launched in from the outset with no

attention paid to historical methodology at all. But in those days, that was par for the course.

Towards the advent of the present century, however, a sea-change began to take place. The evangelical
scholar, William Lane Craig (1991), began piloting the application of secular historical methods (in his
case C. Behan McCullagh’s initial version of the so-called inference to the best explanation [IBE]) to the
gospel accounts of Jesus’ miracles and resurrection, soon to be adopted in principle by N'T. Wright[4l and
more directly by Michael Liconalll who also added the principles of analogy and antecedent probability to

his repertoire.

Meanwhile, at much the same time, modern secular historians, regardless of their personal biases, began
applying themselves to the issue of the extent to which the historian is justified in submitting his/ her
discipline to the question of religious belief, including belief in miracles. In the journal History & Theory,
for example, a themed issue devoted to history and religion was quickly followed by an instructive
discussion between Tor Egil Forland21l%l and Brad s. Gregorym on the application of historical method to
miracle accounts. This naturally raises the problem of bias and the extent to which some forms of bias

can be tolerated, if at all 8191,

In the present paper, I will examine Licona’s use of various aspects of historical method as applied to the
alleged bodily resurrection of Jesus. I shall explore the extent to which the use by Licona and other
Christian scholars of analogy, antecedent probability, Bayes’ Theorem and IBE can be deployed in favour

of the bodily resurrection of Jesus without recourse to an underlying and unwarranted bias.

2. The Principle of Analogy

The historical principle of analogy, which was applied in a theological context by Ernst Troeltsch1% over
a century ago, is popularly presented as a comparative tool, to wit: events of the past, however described,
are likely to be similar in nature to our present experience. If it is affirmed that miracles (normally
regarded as naturally inexplicable events with religious significance) do not occur todayj it is likely that
they did not occur in the past. Admittedly, this definition sounds disarmingly simple, but the underlying
principle remains sound. In resorting to William James’s ‘white crow’ argument 11 Licona suggests that

in order to conclude that no miracle has ever occurred, we would be required to examine every single
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claim made throughout history, which would be wholly impracticable. Even to investigate the hundreds

of claims documented by Craig Keener12l alone would be a tall order.

The question of analogy lies with the individual’s perception of the world. If a person believes that
miracles do occur today, s/he will have no difficulty with affirming past miracles, including the miracle
par excellence. The sceptic, naturally, will argue for the contrary.! But are these alternatives really on a par
with one another? Clearly, no analogy can be made with Jesus’ resurrection — as an event it was unique —
so belief in this event is all that is possible. As some people believed in Jesus’ bodily resurrection in past

centuries, so it is today: that is the true analogy.

It is more difficult to apply the same judgement to the sceptic’s views. In applying our knowledge of the
natural world to any event, we are appealing to the evidence as we currently understand it. It is not a case
of ignoring the miraculous, but of our applying the modern evidence of the natural world which provides
us with our only environment. In the case of the claims of Jesus’ bodily resurrection, our natural
explanations may not be wholly satisfactory, but are they any less so than the sleight-of-hand approach

that appears to characterise the alternative?

3. Antecedent Probability

The criterion of antecedent probability suggests that the historian must select from the various available
explanations for an event the one which appears, on the evidence, to be the most probable. This is
illustrated by MCCullagh[El where he seeks to determine whether King William’s death at the hands of
Walter Tirel was caused by a stray arrow during a hunting expedition, or was an act of wilful murder. The
evidence will bear both alternatives, but most historians plump for the former. When this technique is
applied to the miracles of Jesus or to his proposed bodily resurrection, sceptics such as Crossan241131116]
a7 opine that it is always preferable to opt for a natural explanation, however tentative, rather than a
supernatural one. In other words, they deny the latter at source, leaving the field clear for the former.

Since ‘dead men do not rise’ we must look elsewhere for an explanation of the documentary evidence as it

stands.

Naturally, the many Christian scholars who have written on this topic — Craig@l, Habermas@l,
Keener[12l 1,0kel20] WrightMl and, of course, Liconal2Ll — argue that the supernatural option should be

taken seriously and not simply be dismissed as a non-option. Liconal2! writes:
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Related to the resurrection of Jesus, the early Christians did not claim that Jesus was raised by
natural causes, but that God had raised him. If we knew that God (probably) does not exist, then a
miracle would be the least probable explanation. And if we knew that God (probably) exists and
(probably) wanted to perform a certain act such as raising Jesus from the dead, then a miracle

would be the most probable explanation.

Yes, indeed — but this merely presents a restatement of the problem. How do we break the deadlock?
Licona thinks that he may have done so by introducing the spectre of Bayes’ Theorem (BT), but as I will
show in a moment, this wields a two-edged sword which can be used both for and against the traditional
position, according to one’s point of view. Naturally, in a world under God’s control, the idea of miracle
would not only be possible, but the performance thereof highly probable, for if God were to refrain from
performing miracles, though having the capacity to do it, there would be no sense in the existence of the
concept, and God’s omnibenevolence would be brought into question. The believer points out that a
genuine miracle must be a rare and extraordinary event, otherwise it would not be worthy of the term.2
Granted that this is so, however, the development of our scientific knowledge suggests that we live in a
universe in which miracles are not only vanishingly rare, but in which the evidence for a God who is able

to perform them has all but evaporated.

4. Bayes’ Theorem

Now, as I noted above, Licona tells us that the ‘proper way’ of settling the question of antecedent
probabilities would be by use of Bayes’ Theorem (BT). Various evangelical scholars [22][231[241[251[26] haye
thrown caution to the wind and used some form of this theory to mount a full-blooded defence of the
probability of miracles, notably the resurrection hypothesis (RH) over against the range of naturalistic
explanations such as Liidemann’s hallucination hypothesis (HH). To his credit, Licona recognises the
‘insurmountable difficulties’ involved in attempting this. I do not wish to become embroiled in too much
detail here, but it may be as well to explain why the use of BT is futile where biblical scholarship is

concerned.

The main point is that BT is what you make it. The data submitted is selected, sometimes arbitrarily, by
the individual scholar with his or her own axe to grind. Naturally, an evangelical scholar will use some

form of BT as a means of confirming the superior probability of the miraculous over naturalism, whereas
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a sceptic will do precisely the opposite. The absurdities into which scholars are apt to descend in applying

this method can readily be illustrated.

In his book Reasonable Faithl22l Craig applies BT to the concept of miracles, thereby avoiding the
historical question, although this does not prevent him from smuggling in the resurrection as an
example, using the formula: Pr(R|B) = Pr(R|G&B) x Pr(G|B).3 He then assigns a value of 0.5 (odds of %2) to
both elements, resulting in 0.5 x 0.5 = 0.25 — a % probability for Jesus’ resurrection. Craig admits that
these values are ‘just for the sake of illustration), and God’s miracle-working power is assumed in this

reduced version of the formula.

Michael Martin[2Z] also uses a form of BT, but in his case with the aim of demonstrating the resurrection
to be initially improbable. Since, in his view, ‘a miracle claim is initially improbable relative to our
background knowledge’2Zl he assigns a value of 0.1 to the probability of Jesus’ resurrection, and
considers any value below 0.5 to be unworthy of rational belief. The use of the term ‘rational’ in this
context seems odd, since there are many instances of events of low initial probability which have turned
out in practice to be true and so, with hindsight, worthy of rational belief. However, he does articulate one
maxim on which most users of BT seem to agree, namely that ‘the lower the initial probability of the
Resurrection ..., the stronger the historical evidence must be to bring P(R|E&T)* above 0.5 or 50% so that

it would be worthy of rational belief’271 5 This seems reasonable enough, but Craig apparently demurs:

There is a slogan beloved of the free thought sub-culture that “Extraordinary events require
extraordinary evidence”. What we can now see is that this seemingly commonsensical slogan is, in
fact, false as usually understood. In order to establish the occurrence of a highly improbable event,

one need not have lots of evidencel22l,

By way of establishing that a highly improbable event does not necessarily require extraordinary
evidence, and plenty of it, to explain it, Craig illustrates by means of an example from the lottery. If a
highly reliable newspaper announces a winning lottery ticket as 7492871, we do not disbelieve the report
on the grounds that the selection of that number is so improbable. Therefore, we should no more
disregard reports of miracles simply because they are improbable events than we should disregard the
report of a lottery winner by a reputable newspaper. There is one important difference, however: in the
case of the lottery, a winner is inevitable. If there is never a winning number there can be no lottery at all.
Given that someone is bound to win, there is no reason to doubt the winning number, however

improbable, since that number carries the same odds of being drawn as any other. In the case of Jesus’
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resurrection, on the other hand, no inevitability was involved. As Tom WrightIid states, no-one expected
such an event. Furthermore, BT cannot determine what kind of event it was. The disciples may have been
as faithful and honest in their reporting as the newspaper journalist reporting the identity of the
winning lottery ticket, but they could have been mistaken in their interpretation, an eventuality which
would have been somewhat more probable than the newspaper’s misreporting the number of the

winning lottery ticket. The problem is that Craig is not comparing like with like.

A further problem for Craig’s approach is his curious argument that several independent witnesses to an
event, each of which is unreliable to some degree, can collectively turn out to be much less unreliable in
combination. I quote: .. the cumulative power of independent witnesses is such that individually they

could be unreliable more than 50% of the time and yet their testimony combine to make an event of

apparently enormous improbability quite probable in the light of their testimony’[22],

Craig asks us to imagine several witnesses to an event, each of which is 99% reliable. The odds of each
being wrong about a particular event would thus be 1:100. But what would be the odds of, say, five such
witnesses cumulatively manifesting the same degree of unreliability? The answer would be: 0.01 x 0.01 x
0.01 x.0.01 x 0.01 = 0.0000000001, or odds of 1:10, 000,000,000 (ten billion). In applying all this to the
resurrection, Craig acknowledges the difficulty of establishing the independence of eyewitnesses, given
that many of the appearances were collectively perceived, but he suggests Peter, James and Paul as having
independent experiences, and we might add Mary Magdalene on the basis of the evidence in John 20: 10—
18. Now let us suppose that each of these four witnesses was 50% reliable in his or her own reporting.®
Cumulatively, the equation would be: 0.5 x 0.5 x 0.5 x 0.5 = 0.0625, or odds of 1/16. In other words, they
would be eight times less reliable cumulatively than independently — which to my mind, but apparently
not to Craig’s, seems absurd. The dubious nature of the argument becomes clearer still when, rather than
considering the reliability of the witnesses, we focus on their unreliability. For if a witness is 50% reliable,
s/he must ipso facto be 50% unreliable, and if we apply the above figures to the witnesses’ unreliability, we
find that they are sixteen times less unreliable collectively than individually. On this basis, therefore, it
would have to be said that a single independent witness is simultaneously both much more and much
less reliable than a cumulative set of which s/he is a member — which, presumably, is not the answer that

Craig is looking for.

At this point it might be pertinent to focus on a more recent contribution by Gerald Fudge[ﬁ1 to
demonstrate that the drawbacks of applying BT to discredit the various naturalistic hypotheses regarding

the resurrection of Jesus extend to other statistical methodologies as well. Actually, Fudge’s presentation
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appears to be more opaque than BT and to lie beyond those of us without a thorough grounding in the
mysteries of statistical theory. However, it is not difficult to spot the general errors, most of which are

unrelated to the statistics themselves, which I trust have been correctly applied as far as possible.

First, Fudge adheres doggedly to various forms of HH, focusing all his critical acumen on these, as if
‘hallucinationists’ like Liidemann{2l and Eisenbergfﬂ1 aver that these alone can explain all the data at
our disposal. He also includes the work of Goulder2l whose focus is more on the collective delusions
phenomenon than on hallucination. I have argued elsewhere that a combination of the two has far more
explanatory power than if taken individually, and that only one hallucination would have been necessary
to set the ball rolling. Fudge’s statistical method, on the other hand, speculates on the likelihood of all
eleven existing members of the Twelve hallucinating his presence at some stage over a period of a few
weeks, possibly even simultaneously, which, to my knowledge, no scholar other than Michael
Perryl32l has ever advocated. Hallucinations, by definition, are brain-generated events and in that sense
are figments. They are to be distinguished from delusions which can, and sometimes do, result in

epidemic-like crowd behaviour.

Second, the statistical process deployed by Fudge, like BT, relies heavily on estimates and assumptions.
Owing to personal bias, which it is difficult to subdue, the ‘unconscious’ temptation is to provide
statistical estimates which will be best-suited to supporting the conclusions that are more amenable to
the proposition in question. Presuppositions are ever with us, especially when issues dear to our hearts

are at stake.

Third, Fudge points out that hallucinations are nearly always very brief in duration, lasting but a few
seconds in most cases, and that accounts of Jesus’ appearances to the disciples suggest that these were
more extensive and, ipso facto, could not have been hallucinations. My tentative view, however, would
nullify this problem, for if Peter alone hallucinated, this need only have been a momentary experience. If

what followed was a series of delusions, the time factor would be irrelevant, since these can persist over

an extensive period of time, just as many physical epidemics (such as Covid) can.”

One final drawback seems to be decisive, however. Throughout his presentation, Fudge focuses only on
attempting to discredit the various forms of HH, when, in order for his approach to be at all meaningful,
he needs to apply his method to RH as well, for purposes of comparison. Even hallucinationists recognise
that the chances of HH alone explaining all the relevant data are extremely slim — but then so is the

restoration to life of a man who has been brain-dead for several hours. Statistically, RH must surely be as
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unpromising as HH, unless God is factored into the equation; but as God can only be a figure of belief, he

cannot be included as a credible datum for statistical purposes.

In sum, it seems that one must have a singular faith-based image of a personal God in order to weigh the
arguments of sceptic and believer in the balance for the purposes of reaching viable conclusions
regarding historical assessments of data relating to the resurrection. What the sceptic, on the other hand,
should not do is dismiss the traditional approach with a mere waft of the hand, as some scholars have
done rather too imperiously in the past. Rather, they should pose the questions which it is incumbent

upon the traditionalist to answer.

5. Inference to the Best Explanation

Although the Inference to the Best Explanation (IBE) is a standard historiographical method aimed at
establishing the most likely explanation for any alleged historical event, it is Behan McCullagh’s[3],
presentation, in particular, that has so seduced evangelical scholars during the past few decades. The
pioneer in this regard is William Lane Craigl22l, while Michael Liconalll followed suit a few years later.
N.T. Wright4l also betrays an awareness of the IBE method generally, although he does not cite

McCullagh.

We might ask why McCullagh was adopted as a model rather than, say, Peter Lipton[23l or some other
representative of the IBE approach. A possible clue may lie in an extraordinary comment tucked away in
the author’s preface: ‘Finally, I would like to acknowledge what I believe to have been God’s guidance and
support in the production of this book. It is just a pity that the clay he had to mould was so recalcitrant!

Please praise him for what is true in it, and forgive me for what is not’13l,

There is surely a subtle irony here in the idea that a God who is supposed to transcend history and evade
historical enquiry should be regarded as the inspiration behind a book devoted entirely to secular history,
but for a single paragraph concerning the resurrection: ‘[The resurrection] hypothesis is of greater
explanatory scope and power than other hypotheses which try to account for the relevant evidence, but it
is less plausible and more ad hoc than they are. That is why it is difficult to decide on the evidence
whether it should be accepted or rejected.’@. Given his Christian convictions, McCullagh shows an
exemplary reserve of judgement here. It is not followed by Craig and Licona, however, who wonder why

the Resurrection Hypothesis (RH) cannot be more plausible and less ad hoc too.
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It is not clear from Licona’s book why he should have chosen McCullagh as the benchmark for his
historical method. He was already well-acquainted with Craig and his work, so there was a common bond
in place which the latter may have used as the basis for taking resurrection studies in the direction he
did. Both these scholars, however, apply IBE to the resurrection event in ways that McCullagh himself

would hesitate to do.

Now, assuming IBE can legitimately take its place alongside other historiographical methods for
interpreting the historical data, such as statistical inference or the principle of analogy, it needs to be
established what this method can and cannot achieve. Despite his openly religious convictions,
McCullagh is clear that, whatever IBE infers, it cannot be the objective truth of the event underlying the
inference, still less the truth of a miraculous occurrence like the bodily resurrection of Jesus. Even should
a best explanation be established this would not prove it to be historically correctd2l. The truth could lie
with a set of circumstances which, according to the application of IBE, might be much less likely than the

one proposed.

McCullagh@l outlines his approach in terms of seven conditions, on the basis of which, if they obtain,

‘one is rationally justified in believing a [historical] statement to be true’. The conditions are as follows:

o The statement, together with other statements already held to be true, must imply yet other
statements describing present, observable data.

» The initial statement, or hypothesis, must be of greater explanatory scope than any other incompatible
hypothesis about the same subject; that is, it must imply a greater variety of observable statements.

« The hypothesis must be of greater explanatory power than any other incompatible hypothesis about
the same subject; that is, it must make the observation statements it implies more probable than any
other.

* The hypothesis must be more plausible than any other incompatible hypothesis about the same
subject; that is, it must be implied to some degree by a greater variety of accepted truths than any
other, and be implied more strongly than any other.

» The hypothesis must be less ad hoc than any other incompatible hypothesis about the same subject;
that is, it must include fewer new suppositions about the past which are not already implied ... by
existing beliefs.

« It must be disconfirmed by fewer accepted beliefs than any other incompatible hypothesis about the
same subject; that is, when conjoined with accepted truths, it must imply fewer observation

statements and other statements which are believed to be false.
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« It must exceed other incompatible hypotheses about the same subject by so much, in characteristics 2
to 6, that there is little chance of an incompatible hypothesis, after further investigation, soon

exceeding it in these respects.

Following Craig’s22l cue, Licona bases his approach on McCullagh’s criteria, streamlining his seven
features to five:® scope, power, plausibility, ad hocness and illumination. The last item seems to be a more
positive interpretation of McCullagh’s ‘disconfirmation of accepted beliefs’, referring to the extent to
which a particular hypothesis can illuminate other areas of the subject under discussion. He then
systematically applies these criteria to five separate scholarly discussions of the resurrection, namely,
those of Vermesl1Zl, Goulder24311135] 1jdemannB36B729 crossanll4lllol and Craffert38l391401 a1 of
whom depart from the traditionalist norm, analysing the extent to which, in his view, each ‘passes’ (P) or
‘fails’ (F) those criteria, and finally comparing their performance with that of RH. It hardly need be said

that, for Licona, the latter wins hands down. For what it is worth, I reproduce his final table of

conclusions below.
Scope Power Plausibility Adhocness INlumination

Vermes F F F P 9
Goulder P F F F p
Liidemann p F F F P
Crossan p F F F P
Craffert p F F F P
Resurrection p p P P P

If this is what Licona’s ‘new historiographical approach’ amounts to, in my view there is little sign of the
neutrality he is supposed to welcomelll as is evidenced by the heavy weighting he applies in favour of
RH. It is surely much too simplistic to treat hypotheses in this manner. No doubt in the hands of
Liidemann or Goulder, applying the same method, the results would have turned out very differently.

However, let us examine in some detail how Licona handles RH.
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As he makes clear, it is quite possible in respect of some of the criteria for certain natural hypotheses to
match RH in their potential to explain the available data. A glance at the above table will reveal that, in his
view, the hypotheses of Goulder, Liidemann and Crossan, all incompatible with RH, nevertheless pass the
‘scope’ and ‘illumination’ tests. This is not a problem for Licona so long as there are no cases in which RH
is awarded an ‘F’ against a ‘P’ for one or more of the natural hypotheses. With this in mind, we may

proceed:

i) Explanatory scope. Liconalll argues that RH ‘grants Jesus’ death by crucifixion and accounts for the
experiences and beliefs of the disciples and Paul, although he acknowledges that, in this case, it is
matched by the hypotheses of Goulder, Liidemann and Craffert. Cavin and Colombettill however, in
their critique of Craig’s RH, which also applies to Licona’s presentation at this point, go much further
than this. They assert that, far from having at least as much explanatory scope as any natural hypothesis,
including Ludemann’s version of the hallucination hypothesis (HH), it actually has less. This is due to the
quality of the evidence in each case. RH focuses on only two factors, namely the empty tomb and the
post-resurrection appearances generally. Other than simply affirming belief in the resurrection of Jesus,
it does not explain how this came about. The charge that ‘God did it’ does not constitute a valid historical

explanation.

HH, on the other hand, although apparently more limited in scope, in that it applies only to the
appearances, does offer a genuine explanation for them, even if it requires the aid of Goulder’s delusion
hypothesis (DH). The accumulation of hypotheses in this fashion admittedly plays havoc with Occam’s
razor and renders a complete explanation less likely; but a weak genuine explanation, or a partial one, is
preferable to a pseudo-explanation or no explanation at all. Naturally, our answer here serves as well for
the next IBE criterion, explanatory power, since our argument has been that a supernatural raising of a

physical body cannot be explained according to our normal criteria, but only affirmed.

ii) Explanatory power. Regarding this criterion, Licona admits to a certain ‘ambiguity when the nature of
the appearances is left undefined’. He suggests that RH succeeds to a greater degree if traditional bodily
resurrection, rather than some form of visionary hypothesis, is assumed, adding that the former is in
accord with the plain sense of the New Testament narratives. However, certainty on this issue is far from
assured. It is true that the accounts in Luke and John deliberately stress the physicality of Jesus’ post-
resurrection body which, nevertheless, behaves in some unnatural ways too (Luke 24: 30-31; John 20: 19—
20, 26). In Matthew’s Gospel, which is generally thought to predate these, the manner of the appearances

is more ambiguous (Matt. 28: 8-10, 16—20), and not everyone is convinced by them (v. 17).
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Again, Paul is ambivalent about the nature of Jesus’ resurrected body. As a self-respecting Pharisee (Gal. 2:
14; Phil. 3: 5) he would surely have believed in a physical general resurrection at the eschaton, but the jury
is out on whether or not he considered the post-resurrection appearances to be such. Paul himself was
prone to visions (2 Cor. 12: 2—4), as were many Jews of his day. He consistently uses the term GOe6n, ‘to
appear’, non-specifically, both of Jesus’s appearance to him (1 Cor. 15: 8), and to the other apostles (1 Cor.
15: 5-7), and never suggests that he regarded them as formally different. Luke leaves us in little doubt that
he regarded the Damascus road experience as visionary, because Paul’s companions, while apparently
sensing something (Acts 9: 7; 22: 9; 26: 14), did not see what he saw, nor hear what he heard. Clearly, Jesus
was not there in the flesh. So regardless of whether or not Paul had a clear sense of physical resurrection,

as Licona suggests, he is far more vague about his personal encounter with Jesus.

iii) Plausibility. Licona admits that the question of plausibility is difficult because it involves contrasting
presuppositions. For the believer, the God factor is paramount, for RH depends entirely on his existence
for its plausibility. For the atheist or agnostic, RH is highly implausible because, in human experience, a
person who has been brain-dead for, say, thirty hours cannot be naturally restored to life. The only
alternatives available then are the usual candidates: that Jesus was not dead when removed from the cross
and recovered from his ordeal®2l%3l or that we are dealing with a case of mistaken identity.1¥ Liconall is
adamant that historians should bracket their personal worldviews when studying the circumstances of
the resurrection and suggests that in doing so there is no a priori reason for regarding RH as either
plausible or implausible. Yet there does remain a significant distinction: In the case of natural
explanations, all the evidence remains historically accessible. If, for instance, a subjective vision
hypothesis is proposed to explain the appearances, there is no need to speculate about other-worldly
phenomena. To be sure, it is impossible to psychoanalyse characters who lived 2,000 years agoM, but we
do know that subjective visions or hallucinations are products of the brain and need no assistance from
the divine. The theist approach, on the other hand, suggests that the ultimate cause of the resurrection
was God, in which case RH becomes sacrosanct, obliging the historian qua historian to operate with one

hand tied behind his/her back.

In their critique of Craig’s treatment of the criterion of plausibility (and again Licona’s presentation is
applicable), Cavin and Colombetti L turn to the Standard Model (SM) of particle physics, noting that RH,
as traditionally conceived, simply does not correspond to our contemporary conception of the universe.
According to SM, claims that Jesus could materialise and dematerialise at will are simply not viable. They

express the matter as follows:
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As a quantum field theory, SM allows natural resurrection, but only as an astronomically
improbable statistical fluctuation... In contrast, it forbids distinctively supernatural resurrection by
immaterial beings... because it entails that only those things that are physicalgy; can interact with
things that are physicalgy,... According to SM, consequently, the state of the body of Jesus at the
moment of its alleged supernatural resurrection by God was a sole function of its previously
physicalgy state — that of a corpse in some particular state of postmortem decomposition — and
those of its physicalgy; surroundings. Since God is necessarily immaterial, SM thus entails that the

state of the remains of Jesus at each point in time after its [sic] death had nothing to do with God.

On this basis, Licona, Craig and other evangelical scholars are unable to offer a scientifically or

historically viable explanation for the behaviour of Jesus’ body subsequent to his death.

iv) Ad hocness. Here, McCullagh[l—3] and Licona!! are at odds. The former says: ‘(RH] is of greater
explanatory scope and power than other hypotheses which try to account for the relevant evidence, but it
is less plausible and more ad hoc than they are’. Licona contests this judgement, suggesting that RH,
using its trump card, has a perfectly credible explanation for the post-resurrection appearances of Jesus,
albeit a supernatural one. It is true that Liidemann’s hallucination hypothesis (HH), for example, is more
ad hoc by comparison, because it can only explain one element of the data, namely the appearances to
certain members of the early Church, and then only to individuals.I! However, its lack of a comprehensive
explanation need not imply that in combination with other, compatible hypotheses (notably DH), it
cannot be correct. As previously noted, RH can provide a sufficient explanation only by reference to the
divine which is generally considered to be beyond the scope of the historian. As such, RH does not

provide a historical explanation at all.

As Cavin and Colombetti!]

note, although Craig (and Licona) reject HH on the basis of the ‘less ad hoc’
criterion, they do so by assuming that they have only to show that RH in toto succeeds. In truth, the
empty tomb and post-resurrection stories comprise numerous pericopae of diverse character, and the
‘less ad hoc’ criterion must be applied on a one-by-one basis, on a par with HH and other natural theories.
For instance, given Peter’s probable state of mind in the wake of Jesus’ crucifixion and the knowledge
that he had denied him in his hour of need, it would hardly be surprising, given what we now know of

bereavement hallucinations, if he had had such an experience. In this case alone, therefore, HH could be a

more likely explanation (less ad hoc) than RH. Each pericope must be judged on its own merits.
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In conclusion, even if it could be shown that RH fulfilled the set of IBE criteria more convincingly than
any natural alternative (H, — Hp), it would not thereby demonstrate that RH itself is significantly more

plausible.

v) Illlumination. Licona alleges that RH meets the illumination criterion with ease, although this view is
dependent on a key assumption that, in fairness, he would not have had sufficient space to subject to a
full discussion in his book. The assumption is that during his ministry Jesus spoke of himself as a divine
figure with a unique relationship to God in much the way that he is presented as doing in the gospels. A
good many scholars aver that this image was developed by the early Church, and that Jesus never claimed
to be divine. However, if he was suspected of being the Son of God by his entourage, the reason why such
a belief took hold may be due to the fact that belief in his resurrection took such firm root. In other
words, the resurrection accounts illuminate the reason why Jesus came to be regarded as God’s Messiah
in his lifetime — a view later disseminated through the gospel accounts. In this case, although RH ‘passes’
the illumination test, Licona awards all the other hypotheses he considers (barring Vermes) similarly
positive results, so there is little by way of advantage here. He simply refers to the illumination factor as a

‘bonus’ criterion.

6. Licona and the Bias Bogey

A major issue for the historian committed to interpreting the data even-handedly is the ever-present
problem of bias which stands as a colossus over all others. In this regard, McCullagh seems to take a

curiously ambiguous approach. On the one hand,

interpretations notoriously express the interests and values of the historian, [but if] historical
descriptions are at least in part determined by historians’ interests and values, that is not a good
reason for doubting their truth, no matter how well they seem to be justified. [Yet] even
scrupulous attention to the standards of justification ... may not prevent the most prevalent bias in
history, namely the failure as a result of one’s commitment to one’s presuppositions. Only
methodological procedures can save historians, to a large extent, from this. ... This kind of bias is

the hardest of all to overcome. 1]

More than twenty years after McCullagh penned this statement, Brad S. Gregory[g] published an article
which showed that the problem of bias was still very much a hot potato. His underlying intimation was

that ‘confessional history’ — history based on prior beliefs that determine the historian’s approach to his/
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her subject — is not confined to the religious believer, but applies equally to the secular historian. This
point is well-illustrated in a discussion involving Tor Egil Forland21l¢] and Gregoryfi1 in which the so-
called Fox Lakes mystery was discussed. The established facts are that two seventeenth-century
Norwegian fishermen brothers became stranded for twelve weeks on an islet roughly the size of a
football pitch, but survived by eating morsels of vegetation which seemed to them to appear miraculously
each morning (note the biblical connotations: 1 Kings 17: 1-6, 7-16; 19 1-9). But was this a miracle in the
traditional sense, or was it merely fortuitous? Naturalism, as represented here by Forland, rules out any
supernatural alternative. The brothers’ survival was certainly remarkable, but perhaps no more so than
the ill-fated 1914 Shackleton expedition to the Antarctic in which Shackleton’s leadership, the
navigational skill of his captain Frank Worsley and the fortitude of his crew ensured that not a man was
lost, despite the overwhelming odds against this outcome. No supernatural intervention was required

and, in Forland’s view, none was needed in the former case either.

Gregory takes issue with Ferland’s approach chiefly on the grounds that its evident secular ‘confessional
bias’ is no more acceptable than its religious counterpart. A history of human events in the natural world,
he argues, can be equally confessional if it leaves no room for divine intervention. In principle, this is a
valid point, but in my view, these contrasting positions do not carry the equal weight that Gregory seems

to suppose.

Fundamentally, we do not live in a vacuum, but in a world of experience which lends itself to scientific
investigation. We no longer attribute earthquakes or epidemics as God’s punishment for sin, but to
geological and medical causes respectively. Indeed, in Gregory’s hands God appears to be a curiously
evasive figure. While he eschews the crude image of a God who created the world in six days some 6,000
years ago and dictated the Scriptures verbatim to his chosen prophets, ‘.. it is otherwise for claims about
the reality of the God of traditional Christianity or the possibility of miracles he might have worked, for
these cannot be excluded on the basis of the natural sciences, philosophy, history or any other
discipline’m.Thus, we arrive at the much-maligned ‘God-of-the-gaps’ approach: anything that cannot be
explained by human endeavour must be explained by the work of a God whose actions history is
unsuited to explore. But surely a God-of-the-gaps is but a synonym for ignorance. Fgrland quotes,
apparently with approval, Wittgenstein’s famous parting shot in the Tractatus: ‘What we cannot speak
about we must pass over in silence’ (7). But Gregory is not silent: he speaks of God in a rich metaphorical
language, ranging from what God could be like to bordering at times on Maimonides’ via negativa — the

apprehension of God by means of establishing what he cannot be. Forland®l labels this approach

geios.com doi.org/10.32388/P6DC51

15


https://www.qeios.com/
https://doi.org/10.32388/P6DC51

‘Godspeak’ which ‘leaves [Gregory’s] notion of the divine impossible to contradict’ and so ‘a non-starter

in academic discourse.

For the majority of historians, history seeks not only to describe past human events but to explain them.
Gregory acknowledges the former but not the latter, preferring instead to establish what these events
meant for the people who experienced them. If we apply this to the purported resurrection of Jesus, we
would be restricted to the view that, whatever the precise nature of this event, history cannot help us
explain it; hence, we must be satisfied with its meaning for those who witnessed it. Here we are
encountering the world of sociology and cultural anthropology rather than history, which takes us no
further towards an explanation of the data, nor to answering the question: What might we moderns have
made of these events had we witnessed them? It is human nature to wonder, but Gregory apparently bids
us resist such urges. He seems more amenable to a God who acts in history but also transcends it. Just
how this might be achieved is never explained. Still, perhaps the consoling concept of ‘mystery’ can

always be relied upon to save the day.

In the final analysis, Gregory’s programme seems designed to reaffirm confessional religious bias in
response to what he regards as a threat from the critical naturalists. On the other hand, Behan
McCullaght2l who was a confessing Christian, discusses different varieties of bias, offering some
suggestions as to which may be tolerable, within reason, and which should be resisted. Certainly, despite

his personal faith commitment, he takes a refreshingly even-handed approach throughout.!?

Where does Licona feature in view of this brief assessment? I noted above that, regarding McCullagh’s IBE
criteria, the traditional view of Jesus’ bodily resurrection ticks all the boxes, whereas all the naturalistic
alternatives fail at least one of the criteria, and frequently more, the suggestion being that the traditional
(evangelical) view (RH) is more persuasive than any of its rivals. We have also noted, however, that
McCullagh’s application of IBE to RH, brief though it is, is far more circumspect than that of Licona, and
that McCullagh would not be likely to commend him in his overtly evangelical interpretation, despite his

personal Christian beliefs.

7. Summary and Conclusion

In this article, I have examined Michael Licona’s treatment of three widely acknowledged principles for
establishing the best interpretation for an historical event. These include the principle of analogy, of

antecedent probability@, and of inference to the best explanationtll, Along the way we also met a
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version of probability theory, Bayes’ Theorem, along with the even more speculative theorising of Gerald

Fudge@.

Regarding the principle of analogy, contemporary events can be compared only with those past events of
which we have any knowledge; most of the far-distant past has been lost to us. Licona has noted,
correctly, that the controversial matter of miracles rests entirely on the individual’s assessment. If one is
convinced, as Keenerl12l is, that miracles occur today, there is no problem with drawing analogies with
their occurrence in the past. For the sceptic, however, the opposite is true. And even if miracles in general
are open to analogy, the resurrection of Jesus cannot be since, if it occurred, it was a unique event. Alleged
miracles generally occur through a human agent — Elijah, Elisha, Jesus, Honi the Circle-Drawer,
Apollonius of Tyana, and so on — whereas the resurrection is assumed to have been a direct act of God for

which no human mediator was required.

In respect of antecedent probability, the question is which one of several possible explanations is likely to
be the most probable. Licona acknowledges that if we restrict the term ‘event’ to the natural world, it is
likely that any proposed natural explanation will be preferable to a supernatural one. If God is brought
into the equation, however, the odds change considerably. The proper method of assessing these issues,
says Licona, would be by applying BT. However, we noted that BT is highly suspect when applied to the
kind of issues in question here, because it allows the individual to feed his/her own prejudices into the
data, thereby emerging with the result desired rather than the most probable explanation. The

weaknesses of this approach are, if anything, even more transparent in Fudge’s statistical alternative.

Finally, we considered Licona’s application of IBE to the gospel accounts of the resurrection of Jesus and
found that his claim to neutrality in this regard seems not to have been mirrored in the results, RH
passing all five criteria with flying colours, while all five naturalistic rivals were deemed to have failed at
least three of the criteria. What results would have emerged from the hands of a sceptic? Michael

Martinl2Zl provides us with some insight.

In conclusion, I suggest that decisive results in respect of investigations of this sort are extremely limited.
In my view, the evangelical approach is founded on belief in God which the investigator attempts to
underpin by reference to established historical principles (the cart-before-the-horse approach),
sometimes misapplied. History cannot take us beyond the data supplied by the New Testament literature.

Belief in a God who can effect such a miracle is a prerequisite to historical investigation.
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The chief problem with naturalistic approaches is that the available data are not sufficient to allow
selection of any one of them with confidence. My preferred view, for the sake of argument, is that Peter,
guilt-ridden after his denial of Jesus (Mark 14: 66—72), may have hallucinated his presence, believed it
meant that Jesus was somehow alive, and shared his experiences with his fellow disciples. On the back of
this, collective but delusional sightings began. As I have noted in previous articles (2019, 2023), it is
remarkable how quickly and easily such ‘sightings’ spread under favourable conditions. The Zeitoun
episode, in which thousands of witnesses testified to having seen the Virgin Mary on the roof of St.

Mary’s Church in Zeitoun during a period of three years (1968-71)40l471481[491501 js an excellent

example. Always, in collective delusion cases, there must be an individual to light the blue touchpaper.!®

A single explanation which can account for all aspects of an event is generally more plausible than one
which requires more than one hypothesis. On the other hand, a natural explanation, using recognised
historical principles, is always to be preferred to a supernatural one resting on speculation, even when it
requires a greater degree of complexity. After all, we live in a complex world in which events are
frequently multi-explanatory. The words of WK. Clifford®ll are as relevant today as they were almost 150
years ago: ‘It is wrong in all cases to believe on insufficient evidence; and where it is presumption to

doubt and to investigate, there it is worse than presumption to believe’.

Footnotes

1 Even some of those who accept the historical resurrection of Jesus in principle doubt that the principle
of analogy can be applied in this case (see 52y, on the limitations of historical analogies more generally,

see Keulen[23l,

2 The regularity of miracles in Keener’s compendium of cases, numbering hundreds if not thousands,

pays short shrift to the more restrictive view.

3 In plain, if more protracted language, this means: The probability of the resurrection of Jesus, given
background factors (such as prior belief in bodily resurrection), equals the probability of the resurrection
of Jesus, given the existence of God and background factors. Actually, Craig’s formula is more extensive
than this and reads, in full: Pr(RIB) = [Pr(G&B) x Pr(GIB)] + [Pr(R|Inot-G&B)] x Pr(not-G|B)]. However, the
additional part of the formula refers simply to the odds of Jesus’ resurrection having occurred in the
absence of God and background factors, which would be negligible, so Craig simply omits this part of the

formula since it would not, in any case, affect the result.
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“ That is, the probability of the resurrection (R), given the historical evidence (E) and background

theories (T).

5> Martin avers that even if the evidence for alternative theories is not strong [say, P(E|~R&T) is valued at
0.2], it would still be sufficient to take the value for the probability of the resurrection below the 0.5

threshold and down as far as 0.36 according to his calculations.

6 We must overlook the obvious problem of how we might establish degrees of unreliability. To what

extent it can be done mathematically, I don’t know, but it can hardly be done in practice.

7 The alleged sightings of the Virgin Mary on the roof of St. Mary’s Church at Zeitoun, Egypt, occurred
before thousands of people over a period of some three years (1968—71). Compared with this, admittedly
unusual, example, the brief appearances of Jesus over a much shorter period (Acts 1: 3) would present

little difficulty.
8 As does McCullagh in a later book[24l,

9 Licona leaves the ‘illumination’ column blank in Vermes’s case because he regards his hypothesis to be

too ambiguous to shed light on any other relevant data as an illuminating hypothesis is supposed to do.

10 The view that Jesus had a twin brother who assumed his identity after his death and duped his

followers[221156 j5 about as ad hoc as can be imagined.

11 As hallucinations are neurologically generated, they can only occur to individual percipients, despite a
few claims to the contrary[ﬂl@l@. I fancy the discrepancy is a terminological one, collective

hallucinationists usually confusing the term with collective delusions, which are possible.

12 Unfortunately, there is no space here to discuss McCullagh’sL81 highly enlightening discussion on the
problem of bias, which includes the question of what kind of biases are to be avoided, which ones may

possibly be incorporated into historiography and, in the final analysis, whether it is possible — or even

desirable — to avoid bias altogether. His discussion of Ankersmitl®9 is especially instructive in relation to

postmodernism, under whose roof bias may feel most at home.

13 The remarkable gullibility of crowds with a common purpose or belief was clearly noted back in the

nineteenth century©L,
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