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For my mother and father;

also known as

Peggy and Jack;

also known as

Sister Damien and Brother Boniface.

And I’m sorry for all the profanity.





Jesus was:

A peaceful, radically nonviolent revolutionary

Who wasn’t American and never spoke English

Who hung around lepers, hookers, and crooks

Never sought tax cuts for rich Nazarenes

Was anti-wealth and anti–death penalty

Anti–public prayer, too (Matthew 6:5)

Never asked lepers for a co-pay

Never called poor people “lazy”

Never even slightly antigay

Never mentioned abortion

Supported paying taxes

And was a long-haired

Community-organizing

Authority-questioning

Anti-slut-shaming

Brown-skinned

Palestinian

Unarmed

Homeless

Jew

… but only if you believe what’s actually in the Bible.







I’ve come to view Jesus

the way I’ve come to view Elvis.

I love the guy, but some of the fan clubs terrify me.







“Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?”

Jesus, Luke 6:46
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I’m here because two people broke a promise to God.

My mother was born during the Depression in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia. Her name was Mary Margaret, but she always went by Peggy, and she entered the convent directly out of high school. Her prom date had asked her that night if she would marry him. She politely declined, gently informing the poor boy that she’d already made plans to marry someone else.

At age eighteen, while other kids were still enjoying the 1950s, she joined the Daughters of Wisdom order. She ceased to be Mary Margaret and received her new name, Sister Damien. This was before the movie The Omen was released, but you can imagine the jokes she would’ve had to live with had things worked out differently.

The convent put her through nursing school and then sent her to Africa, first to work with lepers, and then at a village hospital in Malawi.

But before they sent her overseas to begin her new life, they briefly assigned her to Holy Family Hospital in Brooklyn, New York.

My father had been born in Brooklyn just a few months before her, and had become a Franciscan brother a year after graduating high school. He’d been working as a butcher at the Brooklyn fish market, and after losing half a finger, celibacy probably seemed like a step up. Upon entering the brotherhood, he ceased being Jack and became Brother Boniface. As a brother, he taught history to Catholic boys at St. Francis Prep, coached basketball, wore the robe and rope belt, and walked among the people like the Lost Jedi of Flatbush.

My father, the brother, met my mother, the sister, when he entered Holy Family for tuberculosis treatment. By all accounts, he was instantly smitten by this quiet, Southern girl in a nun’s habit, a woman he knew he couldn’t have, and had promised God he would never want.

She was reserved and came from the segregated South; he was all Brooklyn charm and passionate about civil rights in ways her Southern father was not. He was exactly one foot taller than her, and their strong Southern and Brooklyn regionalisms did not suggest any potential compatibility.

But they became friends, and when the convent sent Sister Damien to Malawi, Brother Boniface took it upon himself to write her letters—many letters—to innocently keep her informed of what was going on in the states—civil rights, Vietnam, and US politics.

Her village had no TV or radio, so his letters became the de facto newspaper for the entire convent. Her Mother Superior would open his envelopes and read them aloud; Damien was often the last to read her own mail.

Eventually, she returned—briefly—to the US. After ten years of hiding his feelings, poorly, my father eventually convinced her to leave the convent and go on a date.

They were married two months later, in the chapel at Fort Story Army base in Virginia Beach. They soon settled on Long Island and tried to raise us to be progressive, free-thinking, sexually repressed Catholics.

Which is why I would eventually turn to stand-up comedy, as I could never afford the therapy I so deeply required.


SON OF A NUN

My brothers and I were raised in Bohemia, Long Island, listed in the Guinness Book under “Most Ironic Town Name.” If you knew what “bohemian” meant, you were probably the town bohemian. We were an extremely Catholic family. I’m pretty sure we had open-casket reunions.

Lots of kids had to go to church twice a year. A few had to go every Sunday and give something up for Lent. We attended Catholic Mass every Sunday and every single holy day, even when that meant church after school. Skipping church was not an option—ever, for any reason—except extreme illness or if you were dying. And if it looked like you might die on a Sunday, then you’d still have to get to five o’clock Mass on Saturday night.

We learned all the Bible stories that kids are usually taught: Adam and Eve in the garden, Noah building the ark, Moses parting the Red Sea. The slaughter of the Midianites, where God commands Moses to kill all the men and nonvirgin women—but keep all the virgin girls—didn’t make its way into any of our illustrated children’s Bibles.

My dad was a lector, CCD (like Sunday school, except rarely on Sundays and seldom in schools) teacher, and eucharistic minister at church; my Uncle Louis in Brooklyn was a Catholic deacon; my brother an altar boy. And when my mother became head nurse at a convent nursing home for her former order, there was a steady multicultural flow of elderly nuns in and out of our house.

We said grace before every dinner and our prayers before bedtime.

Whereas some kids were taught piano, my parents got me organ lessons.

And to the best of my knowledge, I was the only child in Bohemia, Long Island, to have been baptized in his parents’ living room by a priest his mother had known in the jungles of Africa.

And I was taught—relentlessly—that Christianity was about the things Jesus prioritized: Service to others. Forgiveness. Caring for the poor, the sick, the stranger, the prisoner. Fighting injustice with nonviolence, like Dr. King and Gandhi. Standing up for the less fortunate, like Dorothy Day and Catholic Charities. Love. Empathy. Compassion. And go wash your hands, we’re leaving for Mass in five minutes.

My parents presented as Republicans, identified as Independents, and lived like closeted Democrats.

Like most dads, mine was liberal in some ways and conservative in others. He maintained the same severely short haircut regardless of what decade he was in, flew the US flag outside our home, and believed God was love. His overall parenting strategy was to guarantee that I’d be way too liberal to ever fit in with Christians and far too Christian to ever blend with liberals.

And almost every therapist I’ve ever been able to afford has agreed that his plan worked perfectly.

When I was very young, my father pulled me out of bed late one night to watch Jimmy Carter sign the Camp David Accords between Israel and Egypt. He couldn’t believe an American Christian had helped bring peace to part of the Middle East, and he wanted his kid to witness Christian, Jew, and Muslim embracing each other.

I was too sleepy and confused to even understand what I was seeing. Moshe Dayan had an eyepatch, which was cool, I guess. My father’s face convinced me of the moment’s significance. I had never seen him so happy. To him, this was everything Christianity—and America—could and should be.

I was lucky to grow up around large Catholic families in both Brooklyn and the South—and to have eventually married into a very sane Protestant family. I’ve been blessed with relations who’ve been White, Black, and Latino; gay and transgender; cops and convicts; military members, teachers, chefs, immigrants, DREAMers, and firefighters; hardcore right-wingers, reasonable Libertarians, compassionate lefties, and the happily politically apathetic. I’ve had Muslim cousins, Jewish in-laws, an atheist brother, and an ex-nun mother. I don’t get to hate anybody.

Big families meant many reunions, many conservative relatives, many cans of beer. My dad would often debate loved ones on politics and scripture, in the same gregarious Brooklynite way he’d debated for years with his Franciscan housemates. It exasperated my Southern mom, but everyone mostly loved each other, despite any differences in voting habits.

I think many of us remember an America when family could disagree over politics while still generally getting along. Maybe yours still can.

And I swear, it all seemed quite normal at the time.

I had no idea growing up what Roe v. Wade was, nor did I know that the issue of abortion was splitting and redefining American Christianity. But when the Christian Coalition and the Moral Majority decided to make abortion their central political issue—half a decade after Roe v. Wade, by the way—the American church would never be the same.

In the eighties and nineties, my father the social studies teacher always kept the news on. Being that this was during the rise of the Moral Majority and Christian right, I was exposed to many interviews with white men who were introduced as “Christian leaders.”

But these Christians didn’t talk about helping the poor, welcoming the stranger, or fighting injustice. They never mentioned the evils of racism. They didn’t quote scripture to justify the need for all of us to take care of the least of us.

If you watched American TV news in the late twentieth century, you received a steady diet of Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, and all manner of ex-segregationists and blow-dried televangelists, all ranting about welfare queens, feminists, and AIDS patients.

These right-wing Christian media stars preached the virtue of forcing poor pregnant women to give birth against their will, that they might experience substantially greater poverty and greater risk to their health. They warned us that any government programs that actually helped the poor were “communist.” They expressed outrage at protests against racism, while never denouncing actual racism. They always punched down—always attacking the poor, the addicts, the migrants at the border, and a gay minority they assured me the Bible condemned, somewhere.

Millions of American Christians were media-fed this version of Christianity. White supremacist. Pro-apartheid. Anti-labor. Zero teachings of Jesus. Offering only condemnation and propaganda, always seeking more power, and always needing more cash.

Watching TV news was the first time I became aware of Christianity as a political force in my country, but it was a Christianity I couldn’t understand. I didn’t have the words to express it, but it was awkward to be told I was the same religion as these men.

These were the fundamentalists, the power-hungry grifters who took advantage of the fact that most people don’t know the Bible all that well. They were charlatans, frauds, hypocrites, and villains. And they made for great TV.



Within a decade, Christianity in US media culture would become synonymous with the criminalize-abortion movement and condemning gay people. And the fact that attacking abortion and gay people has (checks notes) nothing to do with the ministry and teachings of Jesus has never gotten in the way of the right-wing agenda. And apparently, the media’s still never been told.

My parents generally felt that some people had abortions too casually, but they would never vote for any politician who would take that right away. They never joined a political party but also never voted Republican (for “Jesus-based reasons”). Years later, my mother would tell me about hospitals pre-Roe, saying most nuns she’d worked with as nurses vigorously supported giving women the choice.

But by the 1990s, if you told another young person you were “Christian,” they often presumed that you despised gay people and feminists and thought the government should force rape victims to be pregnant by their attacker.



BEHOLD, THE “SMALL C CHRISTIANS”

Now, some of my atheist friends like to say that religion is responsible for all the world’s hate, violence, sexism, homophobia, war, and oppression. In a 2018 US News and World Report survey of more than twenty-one thousand people from all regions of the world, the majority of respondents identified religion as the “primary source of most global conflict today.” And I can certainly understand why they feel that way.

But they’re mistaken.

The primary driver of most global conflict, oppression of women, suppression of science, persecution of gay people, and abuse of power is not religion. It’s the extreme fundamentalist wings of all the world’s religions that provide all these dramas for the rest of humanity.

The overwhelming majority of progressive, moderate, and even conservative Christians, Jews, and Muslims are getting along just fine, right now, in all corners of the earth—just trying to make their way through life and leave a better world for their kids.

Of course, people from different backgrounds peacefully coexisting, working together, and building families, businesses, and communities in a drama-free way doesn’t attract much media attention. But the violent lunatics and bigots? They get the eyeballs and clicks, so they still get the coverage.

In recent decades, the US has witnessed fundamentalist Christianity publicly mutating into Christian nationalism: the belief that God intended America to be a Christian nation and that a “true” American should be Christian, too. These hopeless romantics fervently believe the Bible must be prioritized in both your government and your day-to-day life.

Well, their interpretation of the Bible, that is.

This powerful, profoundly white, well-funded, and growing movement seeks to impose a very narrow religious identity on our entire nation. And it all serves a deeply inspiring vision, where America gets to be a second-rate theocracy, like Iran, guided by ultraconservative values that just so happen to put their group first.

“Christian nationalism” is also becoming an umbrella term for all kinds of right-wing zealotry:


	The fundamentalists, who use faith as a cover for power and control.

	The spiritual bullies, convinced that they get to be as cruel and judgmental as they want because they already know for a fact they’re going to heaven.

	The Apocalypse worshippers, whose Bible is pretty much just Revelation duct-taped to a Left-Behind Book.

	Pious politicians who brag they’ve accepted Jesus as their savior, while actually only accepting him as their mascot.

	The Strapped Bro-Dudes for Jesus, worshiping a jacked-up, gun-toting, ass-kicking Alpha Christ, who doesn’t actually appear in the Jesus parts of the Bible.

	The Christian supremacists, who always believe violence is morally acceptable if it’s their side doing it.

	The Holy Haters, convinced that God despises the same people they do, including LGBTQ people, immigrants, academics, Muslims, Jews, the poor, foreigners in general, environmentalists, science believers, people who support women’s reproductive rights, people who think gun safety laws could maybe help save a few lives, racial minorities, liberals, organized labor, feminists, atheists, and/or anyone else they think God put here by accident.



While many of these movements overlap, the general shared goal is societal control, under the guise of “defending Christianity.” They don’t care about Jesus’s teachings or commandments. They’re not really concerned with “freedom of religion.” Their mission is earthly power, in the form of a Christian nation that’s controlled by their specific, Jesus-free take on the Bible.

These groups are aggressively shaping our political discourse, cultural norms, and legislative priorities. They don’t like that they can’t control women anymore, and they’re terrified of becoming a minority in a country they believe they own.

And our meanest Christians tend to piously and publicly worship Jesus as their King, because that’s considerably easier than following his inconvenient teachings.


	They fight for legislation that neglects the poor and vulnerable, defunding social welfare programs and criminalizing homelessness.

	They do this while prioritizing tax cuts for the wealthy, exacerbating poverty and inequality but never alleviating suffering.

	They weaponize scripture they themselves don’t follow against minorities they dislike.

	They preach nationalism over global compassion.

	And they often frame anyone who disagrees as “enemies of God.”



It’s a gospel of control over caring, power over humility, and judgment over mercy. They won’t fight for the words of Jesus, but they’re profoundly committed to stuff they believe he said.

For many of our right-wing friends and neighbors, Jesus is three things—the manger, the miracles, and the cross—but never the three years he spent teaching, reforming, and explaining what a “Christian nation” would actually need to do to earn that label.

Jesus modeled servant leadership, washing his disciples’ feet and teaching that the greatest among his followers should be the servant of all (John 13:1–17, Matthew 20:26–28). He was not about total right-wing domination of the school board.

Many Americans can remember being raised in a Christianity that focused on love, forgiveness, and service—the values of the biblical Jesus, whom Christians are generally supposed to follow, above the other parts of the Bible. And yet millions of bewildered Americans have grown up to find this religion of peace and empathy has been hijacked by a right-wing movement that uses Jesus’s name, waves him over their heads like a prop, and legislates against his actual teachings.

And if there’s one thing the Bible shows us, it’s that authoritarian government, aligned with some extreme conservative religious fundamentalists, literally killed Jesus.
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Also, Some of Them Like to Kill People

From the 2012 Oak Creek, Wisconsin, Sikh temple shooting to the 2015 Charleston church shooting; from the 2017 Charlottesville Unite the Right rally to the 2018 Tree of Life Congregation synagogue shooting; to the US Capitol attack of January 6, 2021—all acts of violence committed by right-wing men who proclaimed themselves Christian.

Any Christian individual or group who advocates, engages in, or justifies violence directly rejects Jesus’s unglamorous, deeply unsexy teachings of non-retaliation and love. Jesus blessed the peacemakers (Matthew 5:9) and taught reconciliation (Matthew 5:23–24). His true followers are instructed to live in peace with everyone (Romans 12:18). He quite famously challenged his followers to love their enemies and to care for those who are different from them.

    But Christian nationalists and white supremacists have shown what religious zealotry and authoritarian propaganda can do in a country that has the highest rate of gun ownership in the world.





ALWAYS IN POWER, ALWAYS UNDER SIEGE

In contemporary America, you’ll hear a steady refrain from the pulpits of preachers and the podiums of politicians: “Christianity is under attack.” Christians still constitute the majority and wield significant cultural and political influence, mind you, but that’s never stopped a narrative of systemic oppression.

This talking point, which pairs nicely with shrieking claims of persecution, warns of an encroaching secular agenda that seeks to destroy “traditional Christian values” and turn our families into transgender atheist groomer communists who listen to hip-hop and use paper straws.

Politicians use the “Christianity under attack” rhetoric to secure votes and consolidate power. By framing themselves as warriors in a spiritual battle, they thirstily pander to a sense of tribal loyalty among a certain kind of Christian voter.

Televangelists and megachurch pastors have long capitalized on the victimhood narrative to solicit donations and build obscene personal wealth. And polarizing cultural wedge issues are historically one of the slickest ways to redirect attention away from real social and economic problems.

Examples of “Christianity under attack” have included First Amendment restrictions on public prayer in government settings, restrictions against anti-LGBTQ discrimination, and resistance to teaching creationism in public school science class. Nothing that threatens Christian religious practice—just conservative religious domination.

Donald Trump never even tried to sell himself as an actual Christian to earn blind evangelical obedience. Rather, he easily attracted voters sympathetic to Christian nationalist ideas by branding himself as a defender of “Christians under siege.” Which is to say he pandered to and played up the persecution complex:


“I will tell you, Christianity is under tremendous siege, whether we want to talk about it or we don’t want to talk about it…. And we’re going to reverse that trend big league.”

January 30, 2016, campaign event in Dubuque



Christianity is under attack—but by divisive right-wing fundamentalists who publicly worship Jesus while fighting against, voting against, and legislating against his actual commandments.

Help the poor? No.

Care for the sick? No.

Turn the other cheek? No.

Render one’s taxes? No, sucker.

Be kind to the incarcerated? Hell no.

Welcome the stranger? Bitch, please.

Modern right-wing Christians have been suckered into an anti-Christian trap of aligning with power, instead of challenging it. But conservative power was what Jesus stood up to—not for—time and time again:


	The authoritarians among the religious leaders, drunk on their own eminence.

	The wealthy, worshiping their own stature and possessions while denying the suffering of the poor.

	The capitalists in the temple, greedily exploiting poor believers.

	The imperial government of Rome, whose hunger for power led to its own collapse.



Religion, like all institutions of man, is inherently flawed, but irony will never let you down.




THE MOST IMPORTANT PART

Shakespeare tells us that even “the devil can recite Scripture for his purpose.” And from the very beginnings of the American experiment, Christianity has been used to justify all manner of evils, from slavery to ethnic cleansing to preemptive war.

Historically, American Christians of both major political parties have used a Bible to justify the slaughter of Indigenous people, the enslavement of African people, the labor exploitation of Asian people, ignoring the suffering of European Jewish people, cruelty to gay people, the indiscriminate detention and torture of Muslim people, and of course, pushing perpetual second-class citizenship on female people.

But there’s another side to this.

Because for nearly every great injustice perpetrated throughout history by authoritarian Christianity, liberal and moderate Christians—and many conservatives, too—have fought back. Progressive Christians helped lead the battle to abolish slavery. They’ve opposed imperialism, segregation, and science denial; fought for humane conditions for the American worker and for an end to child labor.

Throughout history, Christian reform movements have dared to critically engage authority with scripture and tradition, supporting compassion, social justice, and human rights, as Jesus did. And I’m sorry, but they really do listen to better music.

Decent Christians—including moderates and sane conservatives—along with righteous atheists, agnostics, and many people of other religions, have always had to band together to beat back the batshit-crazy Christians.

St. Francis of Assisi left the Crusades and preached against war. The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., a Baptist, used the scriptures to shame white America out of the mutually destructive American apartheid of segregation. And millions of liberal Christians have, very gradually, helped many conservative loved ones beyond a whole lot of homophobia.

It’s sadly not a coincidence that some of the most historically bigoted and segregated parts of this American Land have also been known as the “Bible Belt.” And if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that nobody hates like a Christian who’s just been told their hate isn’t Christian.

Liberal and moderate Jesus-following Christians—and their allies—have the power to stand up to right-wing Christianity and call its adherents out on their own terms, using the very book fundamentalists wave around so bombastically.

Never forget that the first-ever protest by a white person in this hemisphere against slavery and human rights abuses was against Columbus himself, led by his ship’s own Catholic priest, Bartolomé de Las Casas. There’s an inspiring true heritage of authentic Christianity, and it’s almost always manifested itself in resistance to Christian authoritarianism.



SEPARATION OF CHURCH AND HATE

This is a book about what Christianity started out as, what it became, and why it’s still worth fighting for. It’s about the grotesque mutation that is Christian nationalism and how fundamentalism has always been the opposite of Jesus, even though it gets most of the TV airtime. And it’ll show how the best of Christianity has always pushed back against the worst of it.

This book is not an attack on God, Jesus, or Christianity. It’s not designed to ridicule people of faith or mock belief.

It’s not another atheist manifesto, and it won’t try to convince you that religious people are superstitious or dumb.

It’s also not going to ask you to believe in miracles or divinity, or to take all of the Bible as literal fact. Most Christians don’t.

It doesn’t denigrate the idea of organized religion, and it won’t mock the life or teachings of Jesus.

It’s designed to help you use the Bible when engaging with the Christian fundamentalist in your life, at your job, or, if you must, in your social media feed.

It’s a guide to everything the haters got wrong. It focuses on Christianity through the teachings of Jesus, known to some as the “red letters” of the Bible. And it’ll show that if you’re debating an authoritarian Christian on almost any subject that divides us, Jesus probably has your back.

Whether you’re a believer, agnostic, or atheist, whatever you think about politics, you’re going to have to deal with these people at some point. They want to control the level of freedom in US society based on how they pick and choose from the Bible.

It’s going to be increasingly vital to dismantle their supernatural authority by elegantly pointing out that they don’t really follow this Bible they claim to base their lives on. And you’ll be surprised at how good it feels, too.

You may find yourself unable to escape a particular person like this in your life, and that person may delight in projecting authoritarianism or hate as some kind of spiritual piety.

But there are two things to remember: Much of the time, these people don’t really know the Bible all that well. And they’re 100 percent counting on you not knowing the Bible all that well.

For all of our lives, fundamentalists have used the Bible to manipulate their way into our government, all over our school boards, and onto our airwaves. If they’re going to stand in your house and claim to represent Jesus, you’re allowed to prove if they really mean it.

The extreme right uses Jesus’s name as camouflage. This is a guide to camouflage removal.



A FEW HELPFUL DISCLAIMERS

First, I am not a clergy member, nor a professional academic or theologian. This means I will not be using the word “exegesis” at all in this book, beyond this sentence.

But I do know many wonderful scholars and clergy, gracious and learned people with all the spiritual and academic depth I lack, and they have charitably allowed me to ask them about a few theological specifics above my pay grade.

I am but a friendly guy on a barstool, tugging on your coat about what’s actually in the Bible. But I promise: What I lack in credentials, I make up for in name-dropping.

As a comedian, I’ve long known that taking on toxic Christianity is not a commercially viable subject matter. But like many, I got tired of seeing my parents’ faith used to merge Jesus and meanness. Against the strenuous wishes of many wise agents and managers, I began talking about Christianity onstage.

And everywhere I’ve performed, spoken, or broadcast, I’ve been amazed at the massive numbers of truly good people I’ve met, of every conceivable background, who were raised Christian but now feel alienated from the domination and cruelty of so many churches.

Now, I won’t be claiming to be anything resembling a great Christian. Tragically far from it. I’m happy to run through an extensive list of sins and shortcomings for you.

But Jesus taught me the joy of calling out pious religious frauds, and I’d like to show you how rewarding it can be.

I generally trust people who are seeking the truth; I tend to be wary of those who claim they’ve found it. When I cite specific scripture, I strongly encourage you to doubt me—and research what the Bible really says. I won’t ask you to believe anything I can’t prove, so you’ll know I’m not selling you religion.

A few more things before we begin:


	This book covers many topics and you’re welcome to create your own adventure and skip around. Because the teachings and commandments of Jesus are relevant to many of our modern debates, some quotes and parables are cited more than once, in different chapters.

	Throughout the book, I frequently refer to the Torah as “the Old Testament.” I’m sorry if you’re offended by the term; it’s the simplest shorthand for talking to Christians, and I’m a simple person.

	Also, I won’t be capitalizing the H in “He” or “Him” every time I talk about Jesus. I tried it, but it started to feel a bit too much after a while.

	I’ll still capitalize the H when referring to God, so you’ll know I’m not trying to be disrespectful. I know how certain right-wing folks are sensitive about pronouns.

	Most cited verses are from the NIV Bible, but I do go full King James for some of the gorier moments.

	And please know, nice conservative Christians, that this book is not about you—it’s about those extreme right-wing hateful Christians. I come from two large, rather conservative American Christian families. And while I may disagree politically on some issues with our conservative Christian brethren, I’ve always found most to be quite lovely, and often more liberal with kindness than many, well, liberals.
But nice conservative Christians are going to have to deal with these haters too, so I thank you for making it this far. There will be much in this book that conservatives will disagree with; I’ll try to be as polite as I can. Parts are quite silly, and I’m sorry for that. The point is, intrepid conservative friends, while we may disagree, I know you won’t hate me with a violent bloodlust over it.



	And let me point out that nowhere in this book will I suggest that the Democratic party is somehow the party of Jesus on a policy level. Far from it. I’ve never belonged to a political party, and I’m happy to hear you out about big money in politics, Wall Street donors and lobbyist culture, lip service to climate action, how our representatives don’t fight hard enough for single-payer healthcare, universal basic income, unions, paid family leave, etc. I’m all ears.
But while Democrats fall painfully short in many ways, their party policies on healthcare, social safety nets, immigration, gun safety, women’s equality, gay rights, and antiracism are light-years closer to the teachings of Jesus than Trump-era Republicanism, which remains the brazen, junk-wagging opposite of JC’s actual words.



	Atheist friends—thank you for making it this far. And I get it—we’re arguing over a book that was written by Bronze Age goat herders who thought the earth was flat, etc., etc. I know. And I agree with you that religion should have no power over our governance, but here we are. Nonbelievers will also have to deal with fundamentalist Christians; perhaps you already do, perhaps they’re the family you still love. I can confirm that calling them superstitious cult members or saying they’re brainwashed to believe in myths doesn’t work. The hardcore ones will just double down and say you’re on the side of Satan.

	But I find that if we positively engage folks like this on what’s actually in the Bible, something else can happen. They may get defensive, but they might appreciate that you took the time to engage them on scripture itself. You’ll have an easier time convincing them that Jesus wasn’t an immigrant-hating homophobe by talking about what Jesus himself taught than if you just call them an immigrant-hating homophobe.

	And again, I’m not asking anyone to take anything in the Bible as literal fact. But if you plan on debating the fundamentalist Christian in your life, it helps to know the specifics of who said what and to ask questions rather than seek conflict.

	Also, I tend to be too irreverent when I should be serious, and can sometimes be way too churchy when it’s time for a joke. Sorry in advance; I promise to feel guilt over it.



Finally, some surveys will tell you how the fastest-growing religious demographic in America is Mormonism. Some say Islam. More recent ones say “no affiliation.”

I would argue there’s a large and growing religious group we don’t acknowledge—people who were raised religious but now consider themselves “spiritual” because they’re turned off by the cruelties and hypocrisies of organized authoritarian religion.

Spiritual people use religion to become better people. Fundamentalists use religion to pretend they’re better than other people.

Human hate has been around a lot longer than religion. It’s natural and at times we all fall prey to it, but religion didn’t create hate—hate found voice in religion.

The right has turned a movement based on compassion and love into a mean, self-worshiping tax-free clique. The intolerance of right-wing Christianity is what’s driving young people away from religion. It’s not because our youth are controlled by Satan, although the fundamentalists might be.

They’ve got a First Amendment right to twist scripture to their liking. You’ve got a First Amendment right to call them out for it.

It’s time to take the Bible back from the hypocrites.

And remember—if your church isn’t telling you to love your enemies but keeps telling you who your enemies are, you’re not really in a church.
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“The politics of Jesus and the politics of God are that people should be fed, that people have access to life, that people should be treated equally and justly.”

Rev. James M. Lawson Jr.



Let’s talk about this Jesus whom our right-wing Christian friends speak of so frequently and loudly.

Whether you consider him to have been the divine Son of God, a highly evolved teacher and healer, a philosopher and political dissident, a total work of first-century fiction, a jacked-up apocalyptic sword-of-fire bro-dude, or the “original hippie” version, Jesus remains one of the most influential and revolutionary figures in civilization, spirituality, literature, and/or recorded history.

He’s also probably the most misunderstood.

According to the Bible we’ve grown up with, Yeshua bar Yosef was born in the Roman-occupied Palestine of first-century Judea. As a child growing up on Long Island, I could relate to this, as I also lived among many Italians and Jews.

The local religious authorities of Jesus’s day were given a tiny bit of power by the empire that ruled their land. Jesus challenged the authority of some of those religious leaders, devoted himself to what some might call a crusade of social justice for the oppressed, and was ultimately executed by the imperial occupiers.

And those of us who’ve been raised Christian are traditionally taught this story as small children, before we can appreciate what any of that means.

Jesus’s public career as a traveling preacher and healer lasted only three years—less than Nirvana and the Smiths, slightly longer than Cream and the Sex Pistols, and about as long as the Jimi Hendrix Experience. He was only one of many radical preachers of the time, and traveled with twelve men and several women—at least three.

You might think that this would mean there were actually fifteen apostles. But women aren’t counted as people in the Bible, so any female apostles were officially decreed by the early church to have been sacred-adjacent groupies.

His sermons often involved bold reinterpretation of the Jewish law of the Torah, prioritizing its spiritual and moral elements—not necessarily obedience to rules and rituals. In Matthew 22:37–40, he taught that the essence of the law could be summarized in commands to love God and love your neighbor. He essentially reduced the Ten Commandments down to two, which today would get him banned from the Louisiana public school system.

To our knowledge, Jesus never wrote anything down, but some of our most familiar expressions come from his sermons and parables. “Salt of the earth,” “turn the other cheek,” “Good Samaritan,” “pearls before swine,” “wolf in sheep’s clothing.” And with better management he could’ve trademarked some of those. If the early church leaders had just claimed the IP for the entire Cross brand, they could’ve raked it in and maybe not have had to pillage quite so much.

Jesus lived in a politically turbulent time under military occupation. And while he did not advocate for violent rebellion, his teachings and actions were seen as politically subversive. Like so many outspoken individuals of all religions who’ve fought for decency and justice—Gandhi, Dr. Martin Luther King, Medgar Evers, Viola Liuzzo, Anwar Sadat, Yitzhak Rabin—he was killed by authoritarians who didn’t want change.

He was anti-violence—with a temper—and when they finally came for him, he didn’t fight back, even though his arms-bearing friends were ready to defend him. He was the most famous innocent brown-skinned man ever to be wrongly executed by the state, and he was deliberately killed in the most painful and humiliating of ways.

Franciscan Father Richard Rohr has called him “this naked, bleeding loser.” Bob Dylan sang of him as “the one who came and died a criminal’s death.” He was poor. He owned no property. And at the time he died, he was extremely unpopular.

In short, he’s not the kind of guy who typically inspires great religions.

Yet somehow, out of all the many Jewish splinter sects to spring up in Roman-occupied Judea of two thousand years ago, his group caught on. Within three hundred years his movement became the state religion of the very empire that executed him. Christianity went from a tiny apocalyptic Jewish cult to a conquering religion—outlasting even the Roman Empire.

Unbelievable atrocities and countless charities have been done in his name. His church was founded by radical revolutionaries and devolved into conservative bureaucracies.

As of this writing, approximately 2.4 billion people believe in him, across a wide spectrum of sects, ideologies, and traditions. Five and a half billion people don’t believe in his divinity, or even his existence.


ABOUT THOSE MIRACLES

Miracles and legends have a significant place in Christian tradition, often serving as demonstrations of Jesus’s divine authority. They inspire awe and reinforce belief in God’s power; they’re also usually the best moments in any of the many Jesus movies they make kids watch.

The stories in the Bible tell of him healing the blind, exorcising demons, and raising the dead. Miracles became an essential part of Jesus’s live appearances, because you get a lot further with “love your enemies” and healing a blind guy than you do with just “love your enemies.”

And of course, we can’t prove any of the miracles ever happened. These stories are rooted in a time and context far removed from our own, recorded decades after Jesus’s life. Christians take his divinity as a matter of faith, and millions draw inspiration and strength from belief in Jesus’s divinity.

But because miracles rely on faith rather than evidence, citing them for other people to live by never works out too well.

In focusing on what cannot be proven, many Christians fall into the trap of a Christianity that’s more about defending the supernatural than embodying the moral teachings of Jesus. It’s not the miracles driving people away from religion, it’s the Christians who don’t live by Jesus’s words about how we’re supposed to treat each other.



THOSE ACTUAL TEACHINGS


“The application of Jesus’ teaching to his social world is also seen in the fact that his movement was the peace party within Palestine.”

Marcus Borg, Jesus: A New Vision



Jesus began his preaching career at age thirty, and right away you could see the man had a gift. He knew when to speak in parable and metaphor to convey his truths and freshen things up, making complex spiritual concepts more accessible to a wider crowd—including people who weren’t highly educated.

By using familiar imagery and narrative—as in the parables of the good shepherd, the lost sheep, and the light under a bushel—he could reach people of all backgrounds without ever having to resort to lowbrow material. Storytelling instead of sermonizing made it easier for people to remember the points he’d make. Speaking in parables also allowed Jesus to convey a message indirectly, thereby avoiding confrontation with religious or political authorities who might oppose him. (For comedians, this is called satire, and is also somewhat tricky to pull off commercially.)

Jesus’s wisdom is in the principles that cut across religious and secular boundaries: calls to love your enemies, to care for the poor and marginalized. These teachings don’t require belief in supernatural events to be meaningful. Any skeptic can still recognize the wisdom in “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you” or the revolutionary ethic behind “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.”

By prioritizing Jesus’s teachings, Christianity can emphasize principles that unite, without relying on coerced belief in two-thousand-year-old supernatural accounts to win people over.


	He asked people to freely share everything they had and turn the other cheek, to deliberately break all ancient cycles of hate and suffering.

	He broke social and religious taboos by associating with outcasts and sinners, like tax collectors, prostitutes, and despised foreign Samaritans. He treated them all with compassion, directing his anger instead toward economic injustice and exploitation (Luke 4:18–19, Luke 6:20–21).

	In Mark 12:17, he supports paying taxes for the government to redistribute.

	In Matthew 26:52, he forbids his disciples from using their weapons.

	In John 8, he opposes the legal death penalty.

	And if any politician called for what Jesus commands in Matthew 25, he’d be labeled an open-borders socialist.



Jesus disdained wealth and earthly power, and challenged traditional laws of his own faith. He rejected earthly materialism, renounced the idea of revenge, and commanded us to welcome the stranger.

I know, right? Just like Donald Trump.


[image: ]
Really. Jesus Warned You About These People.

In Matthew 6:5, Jesus denounces public displays of religious piety that are performed so others can see, rather than out of genuine devotion.

“And when you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by others.”

In the following verse (Matthew 6:6), Jesus unveils the “Our Father” prayer for the first time. But first, he makes it very clear that prayer is supposed to be done in private: “But when you pray, go into your room, close the door, and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”

This reinforces the idea that prayer is a personal and humble communion with God, not one’s thirsty public audition for America’s Next Top Christian.





THAT SERMON ON THAT MOUNT

Jesus lays down a spiritual manifesto of social justice, compassion, and ethics in his most famous appearance; it’s like his Woodstock.

The Sermon places humility over any sense of spiritual superiority. It challenges social and religious norms and calls for us to reject vengeance (even when someone desperately deserves it).

Love Your Enemies (Matthew 5:43–48): Jesus challenges his followers to love and pray for those who persecute them. And he says this to an oppressed people living under foreign military occupation in their own Holy Land. Talk about a tough room.

Do Not Judge (Matthew 7:1–5): He cautions against hypocritical judgment, telling followers to first examine their own faults before pointing out the faults of others (y’know, like all those thoughtful folks on Fox News). Jesus commands the opposite of putting your religion on top—teaching the virtues of humility, self-awareness, and a nonjudgmental attitude toward others. Zero judgments for any groups.

The Golden Rule (Matthew 7:12) teaches his followers to treat others as they would like to be treated. Which covers all cruelty, exploitation, domination, and discrimination. He makes it very clear that anyone who claims to follow him doesn’t get to hate anybody, ever, for any reason, no matter what.

And get a load of these BEATITUDES.

Jesus opens the Sermon with a series of blessings that represent his foundational teachings and core values. Each line begins with the word “blessed,” which can also be translated as “happy,” “fortunate,” or even “lucky.” Jesus pronounces his blessings upon specific groups of people. He focuses on the poor and marginalized; he praises nonviolence and peacemaking, radical love, mercy, and inclusion; and he pretty much takes down the status quo.


	1. “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”

	2. “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.”

	3. “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.”

	4. “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.”

	5. “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.”

	6. “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.”

	7. “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.”

	8. “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”



Imagine the hecklers: “Meh, I didn’t trudge all the way up Mount of Beatitudes just to hear some virtue signaling from Woke Jesus.”

The Beatitudes are Jesus’s own guide for ethical conduct in Christian life. And you’ll never see a right-wing Christian politician or group fight to post these words on a classroom or courtroom wall.

Rev. Dr. Susan Thistlethwaite is Professor of Theology Emerita at Chicago Theological Seminary, and one of the wisest, no-nonsense clergy I’ve ever met. As she puts it, “Jesus’s teachings were codified under oppressive Roman rule where the supreme Roman ruler was literally a god. The ministry of Jesus is clearly a rejection of the state as religiously sanctified (i.e., today’s Christian Nationalism). The Sermon on the Mount is Jesus’s central teaching, and it does not dictate what you must believe but what is blessed (good in the sight of God). In fact, I think you can legitimately say Jesus announced the Kingdom of God was arriving and the Kingdom of Caesar would be ending. He was likely crucified for that.”



FIVE BASIC JESUS FACTS THAT SUNDAY SCHOOL MISSED


1. We created him in our own image.

Jesus was a first-century Jew from the Middle East; given that the people of Judea at the time were predominantly of Semitic descent, he would’ve shared many characteristics typical of that region—like olive skin, dark hair, and brown eyes. Which means Jesus probably could never have been cast as Jesus in any movie of the twentieth century.

Historically, Western art has often depicted him as a tall, fair-skinned, blue-eyed, light-haired man, influenced more by European aesthetics than history, geography, or reality. Since the first paintings of White Jesus, and the first illustrated Bibles of the 1800s, these depictions have imprinted on Christians a widespread, deeply inaccurate image. Depictions of a Eurocentric Yeshua reinforced centuries of white supremacy by promoting a Jesus who aligns with white European standards of authority (and Caucasian good looks).

This whitewashing of Jesus has always marginalized people of color by directly associating divinity—and ultimate moral authority—with whiteness. And long hair, divinely untouched by humidity.

Movies and TV have imprinted this idea even more deeply into the public consciousness. Max von Sydow gives a beautiful performance in The Greatest Story Ever Told (1965) portraying a white Christ, in the Middle East, speaking English with a Swedish accent. In Jesus of Nazareth (1977), Robert Powell portrays our Lord as a serene, blue-eyed Shakespearean Xanax user. And say what you want about Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ (2004), but Jim Caviezel was the first actor to wear colored contacts so his Jesus wouldn’t have blue eyes.

Throughout centuries of American colonialism and slavery up to segregation and beyond, images of White Jesus helped justify the subjugation and mistreatment of nonwhite peoples. Caucasian Jesus assured countless generations that Euro-looking people were superior; all the inherent internalized racism for nonwhite folks was just part of the package.



2. Jesus was very proudly Jewish.

You might have an uncle who needs to be reminded of this every




	1. Abraham begat Isaac

	2. Isaac begat Jacob

	3. Jacob begat Judah and his brothers

	4. Judah begat Perez by Tamar

	5. Perez begat Hezron

	6. Hezron begat Ram

	7. Ram begat Amminadab

	8. Amminadab begat Nahshon

	9. Nahshon begat Salmon

	10. Salmon begat Boaz by Rahab

	11. Boaz begat Obed by Ruth

	12. Obed begat Jesse

	13. Jesse begat David the king






	14. David begat Solomon by Bathsheba

	15. Solomon begat Rehoboam

	16. Rehoboam begat Abijah

	17. Abijah begat Asa

	18. Asa begat Jehoshaphat

	19. Jehoshaphat begat Joram





	Jeconiah begat Shealtiel

	Shealtiel begat Zerubbabel

	Zerubbabel begat Abihud

	Abihud begat Eliakim

	Eliakim begat Azor

	Azor begat Zadok

	Zadok begat Achim

	Achim begat Elihud

	Elihud begat Eleazar

	Eleazar begat Matthan

	Matthan begat Jacob

	Jacob begat Joseph, the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, the star of the book.







3. Yes, Jesus was a liberal.













4. He’s kind of conservative, too.










5. Yes, Jesus seriously called out conservative religious hypocrites.
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MATTHEW 25: JESUS GOES GLOBAL
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HOW TO FULFILL THE LAW WITHOUT ACTUALLY ABOLISHING IT
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