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Introduction



When I was seven years old and preparing for my first communion, the teacher explained the illustrious history of our church—our miraculous beginnings, those seasons of peril when God intervened to preserve us, the heroic figures who led our church through the wilderness, the glorious conviction that our church alone had remained faithful to Jesus’s vision. Naturally, I was grateful I’d been born into the one true church.1

While I was delighted at my good fortune, I worried about my father’s family, who generations before had allied themselves with an apostate movement. We were regularly encouraged to pray for those who belonged to “lesser” churches. Jesus spoke of such people, those who said “Lord, Lord,” but wouldn’t enter the kingdom of heaven. He was talking, I was certain, about my relatives.


When I was a teenager, I was discussing religion with a friend who belonged to another denomination. I was surprised to discover that his church had the same vaunted history as mine. They, too, were uniquely chosen and blessed by God. They, too, traced their lineage to Jesus. They, too, were obedient to God’s Word. They, too, remained uniquely pure, untainted by the world. They, too, were praying—but for me.

Initially, I found this unsettling. I wasn’t sure which one of us was deceived. Given the nature of exclusive claims, one of us had to be wrong. My friend’s certainty seemed so complete, it caused me to doubt mine. I began to suspect I’d been misled, and when he urged me to visit his church, I went. Within a year, I’d joined his Quaker meeting, convinced I’d discovered the real thing.

In my adult years, I began to wonder if the language of ecclesiastical purity, such as “the One True Church” and “the Reformed Church,” was based on a faulty assumption—that we can actually know what Jesus intended the church to be. Whether our arguments for spiritual supremacy relied on an unbroken chain of apostolic succession, a literal reading of an inerrant Bible, or an insight gained in a moment of spiritual enlightenment, we all claimed to know the heart and mind of Jesus and his hope for the church, despite little evidence that Jesus even gave the church much thought. Most of what we assert about the church is based on fragmentary hints from Jesus and two thousand years of tradition.

Several years ago I visited a museum and saw the skeleton of a dinosaur. As I read the plaque, I learned only a handful of the bones were original, that the remainder had been fabricated based on a paleontologist’s extrapolation from the authentic bones. In many ways, this is similar to what the church has done. There are only two passages in one gospel (Matthew 16:18 and 18:17) where Jesus mentions the church, and even those references are dubious. Many scholars suspect the Matthean verses were not original to Jesus but were written back into the text by persons hoping to bolster their theological and ecclesial positions by placing them in the mouth of Jesus. From those two verses, we have built a vast institution based on these “hints” Jesus gave us. But we should never delude ourselves into thinking that today’s church sprang directly from the mind and witness of Jesus. All we have is extrapolation, a few bones upon which have been erected a larger organism.

If Jesus intended to create the church, he did a questionable job. He left no clear directions about its structure or purpose. The apostle Paul and others would later do that, but Jesus didn’t. Jesus did no fund-raising. In fact, he seemed unconcerned about financial development, telling his disciples to take no money for their ministry. If the disciples were his first board of directors, he chose poorly. In their first major decision, replacing Judas, they shunned standard business practices and drew lots.

Jesus did none of the things essential to forming a viable institution. Some may argue that Jesus wasn’t negligent, that he was simply confident in the Holy Spirit’s ability to guide and grow the fledgling church. But Jesus’s cautionary, even hostile, language about religious institutions makes such a claim doubtful, if not incredible. A fair reading of the earliest gospels offers scant evidence that Jesus intended to start a new religion.

Though a convincing argument could be made that Jesus didn’t found the church, it seems unlikely that present-day Christians will disband their congregations. For many of us, it’s difficult to imagine a world without the church. Even if Jesus didn’t intend to start the church, it will likely endure in one form or another. But if the church claims Jesus as its founder, it should at least share his values. The question for Christians is whether the church reflects the priorities of Jesus.

This question has divided the church again and again. There are roughly 39,000 Christian denominations, each of which has a slightly different take on the priorities of Jesus.2 All denominations, whether liberal or conservative, share the conviction that they most faithfully follow Jesus. They earnestly believe Jesus imagined the church as looking just like them. When I became a Quaker, I sincerely believed Jesus had been raised in an early version of a Quaker meetinghouse.

It seems arrogant for any of us to suggest that we alone have most accurately discerned the true intentions of Jesus. This is always the great temptation. After I wrote my books on universal salvation,3 I was often approached by persons urging me to start a new denomination. They believed my opinion of a specific theological doctrine was an adequate foundation for a new institution. I declined their invitations for three reasons: I found community with my own church satisfying; I had no confidence in my ability to create a pure Christianity after thirty-nine thousand denominations had tried and failed; and I feared that being a key figure in a new movement would expand my head and shrink my heart.

In addition to the growing diversity of the Christian faith, there has been an explosion of knowledge in the past hundred years about the Bible and its formation. While this has broadened our understanding of Jesus and his culture, it has also cast doubt on what the church had always assumed were the authentic sayings and activities of Jesus. The era of uncritical acceptance of Jesus stories is past and with it the church’s claim to a divinely ordained status.

Gone also is the clear blueprint for Christian conduct we assumed Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John offered. The gospel accounts, written some thirty to sixty years after the death of Jesus, are the early church’s words about Jesus, not necessarily the actual words of Jesus. So to even say “Jesus said this” or “Jesus said that” is to make an assumption that might not be true.

Nevertheless, the story of Jesus is a compelling one and still has the power to shape, form, and transform our lives. We can just no longer assume there is universal agreement on what that story means, if ever we could. Nor can we assume that the gospel versions of the Jesus story are historically accurate. The lessons might well be existentially true—that is, they possess a spiritual richness and value—but to claim they are historically accurate is likely an overstatement and a misunderstanding of their genre and purpose.

All of these developments—the staggering number of denominations, the rise of biblical criticism, and the diminishing authority of the church and the Bible—have made it impossible to articulate a universal understanding of what it means to be Christian. This should not deter us from offering our particular understanding of Christianity, so long as we bear in mind we are speaking from our own experience and our experience is always limited.

Though beliefs within Christendom vary, and the chance for universal consensus is slim, we still must think creatively about what it means to be Christian and what we mean when we say the church is Christian, even though that description will grow outdated. For it is also clear that what it means to be Christian has changed dramatically over the centuries and will continue to change. The “old-time religion” of which some still sing is a relatively new-time religion, not “good enough for the Hebrew children,” not even recognizable to them.

Even as the understanding of what it means to be Christian has shifted, so has the word itself. We speak of “doing our Christian duty” and by that mean doing what we believe to be virtuous and good, apart from any specific belief about Jesus. Whatever the word Christianity might have meant at one time, it now means—to many, many people—being nice.


A woman once phoned, asking if I could officiate at her wedding. Some pastors have strict theological criteria about whom they will marry. While I don’t, before I could even explain my protocol, the woman hastened to inform me she was Christian.

“Oh, what church do you attend?” I asked.

“I’ve never really gone to church,” she said.

If I had been defining Christianity strictly by one’s participation in a Christian community, she would not have been Christian. But I hadn’t, so our conversation continued.

“Did you mean to say that Jesus is your Savior?” I asked.

“I don’t think so,” she said.

“What do you mean, then, when you say you’re a Christian?” I asked, my curiosity growing.

“I guess what I meant is that my grandmother goes to church and I grew up in America,” she said.

So Christianity was something one inherited by virtue of his or her lineage or nationality.

I didn’t challenge her definition; I simply remembered it and since then have heard it echoed by others. The criteria for Christian faith now seems to be this: if I say I am a Christian, I am.

While those who value theological clarity might bristle at such loose terms, the alternative would have us examining one another closely, judging who among us is fit to bear that name, attempting to construct a definition suitable to all, which is both undesirable and impossible.


All of this is to say that the Christian faith I am about to articulate might well satisfy only a church of one. My faith is informed by my experience as a Roman Catholic and a Quaker, by my twenty-five years in pastoral ministry, by the many diverse people I have encountered in my life, and by my growing conviction that Christianity is less a codified doctrine or creed and more an approach to life that emphasizes grace, is always on the side of human dignity, is always devoted to our spiritual growth and moral evolution, and is always committed to the ongoing search for truth, even if that search leads us away from institutional Christianity.

If my hope in this book is the rediscovery of the values of Jesus, it seems odd to suggest the church might not be the vehicle for that regeneration. But if history has taught us anything, it is that renewal blossoms in the most unlikely places, perhaps even in the church. If you’ve ever been mystified by the activities of some churches, left to wonder what in the world they had to do with the ethic of Jesus, consider this book an invitation to appraise our current priorities and whether they honor the Christian values we claim to cherish.

Such introspection is not always welcomed by the church. For the past several years, there has been a sustained effort to rescind my credentials as a pastor in the Religious Society of Friends. While these efforts have at times been a distraction, they have served to confirm my hunch that any religion whose goal is the exclusion of others is bound to fail, if only because it cannot ignite our imaginations and sustain our spirits.

With these qualifications, and with the ready admission of my own inconsistency in living out these ideals, I offer my thoughts on what the church might look like if it were Christian.










1

Jesus Would Be a Model for Living Rather Than an Object of Worship



I was born into a mixed marriage. My father hailed from Baptists, and my mother from Roman Catholics. My father was religiously indifferent and ceded the spiritual ground to my mother, who took me and my siblings to Mass each Sunday morning in the small town where we lived. The building was a modest one, intended as a temporary structure until the congregation had grown sufficiently to erect a more suitable building. Unfortunately, our priests were near retirement, depleted of physical and spiritual energy, and unable to expand the church’s population. For as long as I attended there, the building where we gathered to worship was small and plain, with one exception—behind the altar hung a magnificent figure of Jesus nailed to a cross.


The statue was so realistic as to be frightening. Nails protruded from Jesus’s wrists and ankles, blood mingled down in a grisly red, his body striped with angry lashes. The figure loomed above the priest, inescapable. It had to be gazed upon. Without my mother telling me so, I deduced this Jesus was to be revered. Had the statue been placed anywhere else, had it been avoidable, I do not think it would have captured my attention to the extent it did. But its being placed behind the altar, squarely in the center of the worshippers’ attentions, forced me to gaze upon it, brought it sharply into focus, and required a response. It was clear from the priest’s words and from the hymns we sang and prayers we offered that the hoped-for response was veneration. This Jesus was to be worshipped. Further, the quality and sincerity of my worship would determine my future, whether I would enjoy an eternal life of joy and bliss with Jesus, or an eternity of suffering and sorrow without him.

Several assertions were made about Jesus, all of which were offered as proof of his divine status, fundamentally different from us, therefore meriting our worship. These included his divine origins, his ability to perform miracles, and his sinless nature.

Long before I understood human reproduction, I was told Jesus was born of a virgin. Because I lacked scientific knowledge and trusted the persons telling me this, I believed it was true. It would be many years before I understood the irrationality of such a claim, and even more years before I mustered the courage to question it. Meanwhile, it served to elevate Jesus in my eyes, which was its intended purpose. I would later learn that stories of virginal origins were not unique to Jesus. Ancient mythologies were rife with similar assertions about their central figures, all of which had the effect of raising those persons above other mortals. In Christianity, the myth of the virgin birth not only served to exalt Jesus, it reinforced an emerging trend within the movement that relegated women to an inferior role. In a culture that viewed sexual behavior as sinful, and women as the cause of humanity’s fall, it isn’t surprising the church would diminish Mary’s biological role in the birth of Jesus. Rather than a co-creator of Jesus, Mary became the pure vessel through which God’s unblemished Son was delivered, requiring no genetic or sexual contribution on her part, leaving her virginity (and reputation) intact.

Another assertion about Jesus that set him apart from humanity was his capacity for manipulating nature, persons, and events to demonstrate God’s power and presence. To read the Gospels is to encounter the one who stilled storms, raised the dead, passed ghostlike through hostile mobs, healed the blind, restored the lame, walked on water, and on at least two occasions generated enough food to feed thousands of people with a handful of loaves and fishes. But Jesus was not the only biblical figure to whom miracles were attributed. Moses turned the waters of Egypt to blood, Joshua commanded the sun to stand still, Elijah caused water-saturated wood to spontaneously combust, and Peter healed a man lame from birth. Even persons who worshipped false gods were able to conjure up the occasional miracle.

I’m often asked whether I believe the miracles of Jesus actually occurred. At one time, I answered positively, certain the events of the Bible had transpired just as they were written. I no longer make that claim. I now interpret those activities as pre-Enlightenment affirmations of the transforming presence of Jesus. That is, ancient people, moved by their encounters with Jesus, sought to convey their appreciation for him in the only language they knew—miracle stories, parables, and wisdom sayings. One consequence of that language was to elevate the stature of Jesus. While I question the divinity of Jesus as it has been traditionally taught, I do not question his apparent gift of directing persons to God in such a commanding and compelling manner that lives and circumstances were changed, often dramatically so. I have experienced such change myself and witnessed it in others.

In addition to his extraordinary origins and miraculous activities, I was also taught that Jesus was without sin. The moral perfection of Jesus was the keystone of Christian orthodoxy, and to doubt it was to risk damnation. While our access to Jesus’s words about himself are limited, it is important to note he never made such a claim for himself. If he did, the writers of the Gospels didn’t feel inclined to record and convey what would eventually become a major Christian doctrine.


Was Jesus sinless? The classic definition of sin is to knowingly and willfully choose to do evil. Central to that understanding is one’s mental, spiritual, and emotional capacity to make appropriate moral decisions. Were a three-year-old to kill someone, we would rightly call it evil, in that it thwarted the hope and purpose of God. But we would not call it a sin, since the child lacked the capacity to make the intentional choice to do evil. This is why we don’t imprison toddlers, and limit the culpability of persons encumbered by a mental disability. Sin has to do with intentionality and one’s ability to choose between good and evil. Whether or not Jesus was sinless remains unknown to me and, quite honestly, of little importance. Were I to learn that at the age of fifteen Jesus willfully disobeyed his parents or experienced adolescent feelings of sexual longing, my respect for his life and witness would not be diminished. (The moral purity of Jesus was key to the church’s understanding and teaching that Jesus was the unblemished sacrifice made on our behalf to save us from God’s wrath and judgment. When one rejects that view of God, Jesus’s moral purity is no longer imperative.)1

So from an early age I was taught that Jesus’s divine origins, miracle-working power, and moral perfection confirmed his uniqueness and merited our adoration. In my early years this made sense to me, and my life in the church consisted of praising and worshipping Jesus as the divine Son of God. All the while, the church told me this was both appropriate and necessary. Given the church’s sacrifice-centered theology, this held a certain logic, and I didn’t question it.

When I left the Roman Catholic Church as a teenager, I began visiting other churches and discovered these perceptions of Jesus transcended denominational boundaries. Their worship and theology were similarly Jesus focused. Nowhere was this more obvious than in the congregational songs. By then, praise music had made its way into the churches. Hymnals gathered dust, while lyrics were displayed on a screen behind the pulpit. These praise songs were simple, often repeating the same phrase over and over, usually having to do with the adoration of Jesus. I sung these songs with much passion, their effect on me almost hypnotic, which was perhaps their intended result.

As my interest in Christianity grew, I began reading the Bible and enrolled in college to study theology and engage religious matters more deeply. I became enamored with the life story of Jesus. His courage in the face of rigid religion, his compassion for the outcast, his insight into human nature, and his fresh way of articulating the priorities of God garnered both my attention and admiration.

But the more I learned about the historical Jesus and the Jewish setting in which he lived, the more I wondered how he would have felt about his promotion to divine status and subsequent elevation as an object of worship. Would he have welcomed such veneration as his due? Or, as a monotheistic Jew, would he have interpreted such reverence as idolatrous? Of course, it is intellectually risky to read someone’s mind two thousand years after his or her death. But this has not kept us from claiming to know the mind of Jesus, even about matters with which he couldn’t have been familiar, such as evolution, abortion, the American political system, and other topics. So even as I
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