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INTRODUCTION
THE FRUIT OF THY WOMB


I


My experience of Jesus begins with my father. An Irish-American Catholic television producer who moved my family from the East Coast to Los Angeles in 1953, Ben Fox was a man of prayer. And he wanted me to pray. Some of my earliest memories place me on the front seat of our woody station wagon, my legs bent under me, palm trees passing on either side as we rolled along, my father beaming over at me as I correctly put together a string of mysterious phrases. The rhythm of the syllables and the sound of the words made a comforting music. Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost. As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen. I had little idea what it meant, but I figured it made sense to the parents and the priests and the nuns. What mattered was that once the phrases were linked together right, the prayer felt beautiful and held the Father and the Son close together inside of it. Like my father and me in the car when his big smile traveled across
the front seat from him to me and then back to him.


God was the father of Jesus, but there was that other human father, Joseph. He was a strangely uninvolved sort of father. I wondered if he was away at work all the time, the way my father was. And then there was the miraculous mother of Jesus. More moments in the car with my father as his deep voice intoned the Hail Mary, and I repeated it word for word. The mysteries of this prayer were physical and feminine. Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with Thee, Blessed art thou amongst women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Was Marys womb named Jesus? What was a womb, anyway? I understood that Jesus was the plum or apricot of his mothers body. He was a delicious baby, bathed in his mothers nectar. I imagined Mary as quiet and warm like my mother, with a beautiful smile like hers. There in the car, my fathers voice carried the Hail Mary and the Glory Be as sweet opportunities to know and feel. Not everything could be understood. The two prayers seemed
right just as they were, not comprehensible but not confusing either. They tied Jesus together with his Father and his Blessed Mother, and they tied all three of them together with everyone else who ever prayed the same prayers. We were all humming along on the road of prayer.


Sunday Mass was all about prayer too. At St. Martin of Tours in Brentwood I saw my blustery man-of-the-world father brought to his knees, bowing his head during the holiest part of the Mass, the Canon. The priest intoned the Agnus Dei, repeating three times in Latin the words Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world, have mercy on us. Then he reached the phrase Domine, non sum dignus, ut intres sub tectum meum; sed tantum dic verbo, et sanabitur anima mea (Lord, I am not worthy that Thou shouldst come under my roof; but only say the word, and my soul will be healed). I sat on the wooden pew and watched my father beating his breast three times. I watched as he worshiped Jesus and accepted what Jesus was offering: a chance to admit weakness and to hope for strength. My mother stayed home, since she was brought up Episcopalian, not Catholic. She always took my brother and me to our Catholic church when my father was away. She would sit in the pew watching and listening,
not kneeling and beating her breast like the Catholics. Whenever the organ played during communion she would close her eyes to hear better. She always wished for more music. She could never get why Catholics did not want to sing as much as Episcopalians did.


When the time came to celebrate my First Communion, my father gave me a childs prayer book called Pray Always. Measuring four inches by two and a half inches, the little black leatherette book fit my hands perfectly. I was happy my father had given me this book full of holy pictures and words, just as I was glad later when he gave me an illustrated missal on my confirmation. He inscribed them both with fond words etched in his jagged handwriting. A pearl-colored crucifix was nestling in the inside cover of Pray Always with a one-inch-high gold-metal Jesus languishing on it. On the opposite page was printed a Prayer before a Crucifix whose words felt important and a little scary: With deep affection and grief of soul I ponder within myself and mentally contemplate Thy five most precious wounds; having before my eyes that which David spake in prophecy: They pierced My hands and My feet; they have numbered all My bones. I knew that the five precious wounds were the
ones Jesus had received during his Passion, when he was pierced in his feet, his hands, his side.


To be a child in the Catholic Church was to be aware of the suffering body. Father Murray, the pastor at St. Martins, talked about martyred saints in his sermons, how they were beaten and bloodied for Christs sake. They stood all the pain because they could talk straight to God in the middle of it. They would get a resurrected body in heaven, said Father Murray, but as I listened in the pew I was still thinking about their physical pain. If you followed Jesus, your body was going to be affected. I was not given Bible verses to memorize like Protestant children, I was not given hymns to sing, but the responses that I committed to memory from my blue paperback Baltimore Catechism, first published in 1891 and revised in 1941, taught me that agony accompanied glory: Why did God make us? To show forth His goodness and to share with us His everlasting happiness in heaven. What were the chief sufferings of Christ? His bitter agony of soul, His bloody sweat, His cruel scourging, His crowning
with thorns, His crucifixion, and His death on the cross.


I could see him suffering, in huge relief, on the life-size wooden crucifix attached to the wall behind the altar. During the hours for confession on late Saturday afternoons, the California sunshine would stream through a certain stained-glass window, casting a rich red light exactly on the wound in Christs side. His head drooped; in death he looked more sorrowful than extinguished. When I looked at his face in that afternoon light, I would think of the part of the Salve Regina that goes, To thee do we cry, poor banished children of Eve, to thee do we send up our sighs, mourning and weeping in this valley of tears. I felt sad looking at him, but the sadness had admiration and hope mixed into it.


The fourteen Stations of the Cross illustrated the story of Christs suffering in even greater detail. Painted on the sides and back walls of St. Martins, the Stations depicted his last hours. Jesus is Condemned to Die was the first Station, and Jesus is laid in the tomb was the last. They told the story of his suffering as the Roman soldiers pushed and prodded him up the path to Calvary. Simon of Cyrene helped him carry the cross, Veronica wiped his face, he said goodbye to his mother, and he met the women of Jerusalem. The ninth Station was the one that drew me in: Jesus Falls the Third Time. Those five words mesmerized me. They rang with a stark finality that made me queasy. Did Jesus actually know it was the last time he would fall? Or was he too dizzy and disoriented to know what was happening? What a terrible kind of suffering! Maybe Jesus suffered less on the cross because at least by then he knew he had reached the end of his human road (see fig. 9).


The Stations and the crucifix instructed us that the human road was challenging for everyone. The sacraments and the prayers gave us support. So did the teachings of the church. I was let out of public elementary school early every Wednesday for catechism class at church. I was probably about ten when Father Murray came to the class and announced that anyone who received communion every first Friday over nine consecutive months would get to see Jesus before dying. My fathers son, I was the only kid in the class who decided this was too rich a prize to pass up. True, getting up in time to make seven oclock Mass on the proper Friday nine months in a row was an ordeal. But I had my mother, willing to drive me to church early. I succeeded in making eight straight first Fridays, but then forgot all about the ninth. What a shock when I realized, too late for Mass, what day it was. I felt horrible. The next day I went to the sacristy to ask Father Murray what I should do. Just take communion next
month, he answered, and itll be fine. For a moment I was elated, but even before reaching home I knew Father Murray had to be wrong. He should have taken the hard line: nine more months of trudging to early-morning communion. His casual answer led me to question the whole scheme. If I was going to be granted the sight of Jesus before I died, I knew it was going to be Christs doing, not mine.


One Saturday afternoon a few years later, I was sitting alone at the back of the church after going to confession. Having done my penance of Hail Marys and Our Fathers, I was looking straight ahead at the crucifix, then looking sideways to the ninth Station of the Cross: Jesus Falls the Third Time. I suppose I was trying to pray, but mostly I was just looking at Jesus. Without warning two insights entered my mind, one on top of the other. I felt them rushing into my head and took them as real experiences of illumination. The first was direct: religion might be a completely human creation, God could be an invention of our minds, and Jesus could be a wonderful wise man, nothing more. All the practices and structures of faith, the prayers, the statues, the breast-beating, the windows, seemed human. The second insight amounted to a judgment on the first: the initial insight was too neat and too stark. It presumed knowledge about something we could not know. It arbitrarily limited the real to the visible or provable.
And it took the mystery out of life. Human beings did invent religions, I told myself, but they did not invent God. They set up religions as a way of experiencing and re-experiencing their feeling that a God who lay beyond all human reckoning was somehow present in their midst. Jesus was a unique person with a double identity: a man whose teachings could be studied, and the mysterious emissary of an incomprehensibly grand divine power. Jesus was irresistibly elusive: available to be known yet always beyond knowing.


My father had given me a double gift. He wanted me to pray and he wanted me to think. Questions were welcome, a sign of Gods benevolence in creating the human mind. My early experience ensured that there would be questions aplenty. My mother sat home while I prayed at Mass, or else she sat quietly in the pew because my father was away. She loved Jesus too, and met him in the lines of her favorite hymns from childhoodhymns like Charles Wesleys rousing Easter creation Christ the Lord Is Risen Today. She sang it as a child in the choir at her Episcopal church. It is a cascade of Alleluias along with fine poetry such as Lives again our glorious King / Where, O death, is now thy sting? / Once He died our souls to save / Where thy victory, O grave? My mother never tried to teach me anything about religion, but she taught me anyway. She devoted herself to others. The paths to Jesus are many.


So are the paths to God. My best friend growing up in Los Angeles was Jewish. I met Ken Adashek when I was ten. We played Little League baseball together, went to the movies, sat in the same classrooms. In late December we would compare Hanukkah presents and Christmas presents. I thought he was lucky to have eight nights of gifts, and he thought I was lucky to get a huge bonanza on a single morning. He was not envious of my Christmas tree, though he did wonder why his next-door neighbors, also Jewish, got to have a tree when his family did not. It never occurred to me for a moment that Ken would be better off being a Christian, any more than that my mother should be a Catholic. I loved watching Kens family light their menorah candles and hearing them recite some Hebrew prayers together. It brought to mind all the centuries when Kens European ancestors lit candles and spoke those same words. His Reform synagogue was directly across Sunset Boulevard from St. Martin of Tours Church. When he had his confirmation
I sat in the congregation and listened in proud amazement as he spoke to the assembly in Hebrew. If only Catholics could have a confirmation ritual like that, I said to myself. Ken would come to my church and I would recite a Latin prayer in front of the congregation, and afterward we would celebrate by getting our gloves and playing catch while I told him what the Latin meant.


I look back in wonder and appreciation at my fathers linkage of Catholic conviction with urgent inquiry. One day in his old age he was riding in a Santa Monica city bus when he overheard the driver talking about Jesus. The driver was engaged in discussion with an ebullient woman sitting over to his right. Her hand was resting on the shopping bags piled up beside her. My father got up to join in. The woman put the bags on the floor so he could sit down. Before long they were the last three people on the bus. The driver pulled the bus over to the side of the street and they remained there for half an hour exchanging views on whether the resurrection was a fact or only a story. My father kept digging for the argument that would persuade the other two it was a fact. One part of him wanted to seal the victory; the other part wanted to listen to what they had to say. He reveled in the conversation as much as the conclusion. He called me up to tell me what had happened.


II


It is April 21, 2000, Good Friday. Christians around the world are commemorating the crucifixion of their Son of God, a Jewish healer and teacher from Nazareth who ran afoul of the Roman authorities in Palestine about 1,970 years ago. The crucifixion of Jesus, all scholars are agreed, is a demonstrable historical fact. Christians claim to know, by faith, much more about Jesus, starting with his resurrection on Easter. But we can all know, by studying history, that Jesus was crucified. The historical evidence is much clearer about that than it is about such matters as his birthplace (many biblical scholars doubt the historicity of the Bethlehem story and believe he was born in Nazareth) or his trial before Pilate (many scholars believe that scene to be fictional in whole or in part).


I am walking along in the Via Crucis (Way of the Cross) procession in the Colonia neighborhood in Oxnard, California. For thirty years the Chicano Catholics of Colonia, whose settlement there precedes U.S. statehood (1850), have performed this Good Friday reenactment. A bearded, barefoot Jesus in a long white robe and a crown of thorns drags his cross slowly down Juanita Avenue. Roman soldiers right on his heels are whipping his red-stained back. His eyes are cast down. Hundreds of the faithful, including a throng of children, press tightly behind the soldiers. Residents stand on balconies, and shoppers clog sidewalks in front of Lupitas Panadera and Garcas Discoteca y Video (see fig. 4).


Three times Jesus falls under the weight of the cross. When the procession reaches the plateau on the grassy field behind Nuestra Seora de Guadalupe Church, the Roman soldiers lay Jesus and the two thieves on their crosses, then hoist them upright (see fig. 5). Small children sitting behind a rope one hundred feet away scoot under it for a better view. Many minutes pass before the soldiers lift a sponge on a stick to Christs lips (the gospels say the sponge was filled with vinegar). Many more minutes pass before they put a microphone on the end of the same stick so we can all hear Jesus say, Dios mo, Dios mo, ¿porqu me has desamparado? (My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?) and Padre, en tus manos encomiendo mi espritu (Father, into your hands I commend my spirit). Four- and five-year-old children sit transfixed as Jesus expires. The soldiers take down the body, and Mary, with a microphone concealed
in her bright blue robe, sobs into it. Her wailing unsettles the crowd for another quarter of an hour.


Finally a soldier slings Jesus over his shoulder and takes him away as the crowd disperses. This soldier and his comrades are now out of character, chatting with friends and family as they depart the scene. No one is paying any attention to Jesus, the only one left in character. He is a limp rag of flesh bouncing on the soldiers shoulder as he is carried to the sacristy. In the church hundreds of people have already assembled for a communion service. Padre Eusebio Elizondo reminds everyone that in the original, first-century Via Crucis, death was not the end for Jesus. He rose again on the third day, and his body is present in ours when we eat the bread of life and believe in him.


The next day I am in the audience at the modern glistening Crystal Cathedral, where the Garden Grove Community Church is putting on a pageant called The Glory of Easter. This professional production features equity actors in the main roles. Tickets cost fifteen to thirty dollars, a fair price given the elaborate special effects, live camels and horses, and scores of period costumes for the extras drawn from the congregation. The Reverend Robert Schuller founded this church in a parking lot in the 1940s, and even today there is an in-car worship center adjoining the massive glass-walled cathedrala Philip Johnson creation of 1980 that resembles an especially sleek New York City skyscraper. The little vehicles patrolling the parking area have Traffic Ministry painted on their sides. Schuller has mastered the upbeat message of self-development and mental peace through Christian belief, the liberal doctrine made famous in the twentieth century by Norman Vincent Peale.


Schuller has also mastered television preaching. His weekly Hour of Power contested the airwave dominance of conservative televangelism in the 1980s and 1990s. In a 2001 telecast Schuller said that Philippians 4:13 expressed the main idea of his ministry: I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me. He called that verse a scientifically provable statement. You are a creature designed by God to have positive expectations for your future. People who succeed, he told his sun-drenched audience, have a sense of direction, a passion, and a drive. Jesus will gladly grant you those things. Some televangelists mocked Schullers straightforward empowerment message, but no one could doubt either his success or the impact of can-do thinking on many twentieth-century evangelists, including some of the most conservative.1


The Crystal Cathedral seats almost three thousand, and at the start of The Glory of Easter the Reverend Schullers recorded voice tells the full house that what we are about to see is the staging of an historical truth, the way it really happened. What we actually see is a play composed by an author who had to choose among four gospel accounts that tell the story of the Passion of Jesus with different, and sometimes contradictory, details. The Glory of Easter contains a brief crucifixion sceneten seconds at most, as a curtain is lifted to reveal an actor playing Christ on the crossbut the resurrection scene goes on for many minutes. White-robed women wearing angel wings shoot forth from the rafters, suspended by wires, and perform a synchronized, midair ballet. Triumphant music and a laser-light show announce that Jesus has risen.


The Oxnard and Garden Grove Passion pageants try to represent the fundamental truth about Jesus. The Catholic one centers on the crucified body of Christ; the Protestant one, on the miracle-working savior and resurrected Lord. Christian viewers will disagree about how successfully the pageants communicate gospel truths. Many will find the Via Crucis performance interminable, maudlin, and so fixated on Christs flesh that it forgets his eternal spirit. Many will find The Glory of Easter glib, passionless, and dominated by state-of-the-art effects that eclipse Christs simple humanity. But everyone, Christian and non-Christian alike, will agree that the performances are cultural events as well as religious ones. They are cultural in being artistic, but in a deeper sense they are cultural in displaying some basic rituals of American life. They give us a glimpse of what many Americans believe and how they act out their beliefs. They show how certain sacred traditions brought to the Americas
from Europe centuries ago have been adapted to contemporary life. Whether Jesus is the eternal Son of God or only a great first-century Palestinian Jewish wise man, there is no doubt about his prominence as an American cultural figure over the last four centuries. For most American Christians today, Jesus is still true God and true man, as the church decreed at Chalcedon in the year 451 of the Common Era. The actual Jesus was such a true man that he was embodied culturally as well as biologically in first-century Galilee. He was always Jesus of Nazareth in his own lifetime, always a practicing Jew from Galilee. Only after death did his Jewish and Gentile followers come to know him as Jesus, the Christ (meaning messiah, or anointed one). Only much later did he completely lose his character as a Palestinian Jew and become firmly established in cultural terms as a trans-historical, divine member of the Trinity.2


Neither Jesus of Nazareth nor Paul of Tarsus, the great builder of early Christianity, could have guessed it, but as the centuries crept along, each successive evangelized society would embody Jesus differently. Christians of later epochs would have to swallow the hard truth that even if Jesus Christ remained always the same yesterday, and today, and for ever, as Pauls Epistle to the Hebrews (13:8) put it, he had entered history as a cultural figure whose shape and meaning shifted. He would be perpetually reborn in one culture after another. Whether he was in fact God (as most Christians believe), a lesser but still divine being (as some Christians believe), or a wise human being inspired by God (as some Christians and many non-Christians believe), he was indisputably a man walking the earth in the first century. His incarnation guaranteed that each later culture would grasp him anew, for each would have a different view of what it meant to be human. Jesus had to be reborn if he was going to
inspire or even make sense to people in every era.


Of course the broad features of Christs identity were passed along from one culture to another. At different times greater or lesser weight was assigned to his roles as divine king, sacrificial redeemer, holy child, apocalyptic prophet, miracle worker and healer, wisdom teacher, social critic and reformer, luminous personality. Jesus assumed regional and national shapes as those perennial features of his identity were adapted to local conditions. In nineteenth-century America, for example, urban and rural working-class Catholics, Baptists, and Methodists all appealed to Jesus for support as they sought leverage against mostly Anglo American cultural, political, and economic establishments. They made Jesus a democrat, a man of the people, a crucified carpenter. They did not stop regarding him as Lord and King. Those patriarchal labels were vital supports for Baptist and Methodist men as they eased women out of the few positions of authority they had managed to obtain during the
hectic early-nineteenth-century years of evangelical expansion. Hierarchical labels for Jesus were also important supports for the episcopal hierarchies (i.e., bishops) of the Catholics, Episcopalians, and Methodists. Jesus was reborn again and again in nineteenth-century America, as one group after another construed his divinity or his humanity in novel ways.3


In retrospect we might imagine that Jesus helped unite nineteenth-century Catholic and Protestant Americans. When they jointly encountered Native Americans or Asian immigrants, he probably did. But as they confronted each other in the nineteenth and even twentieth centuries, Catholics and Protestants used Christ mainly to emphasize their differences. Each group tried to protect him from contamination by the other. Occasionally ethnic and religious animosity turned violentthe burning of Catholic convents or churches, assaults on Protestant neighborhoodsbut in the main the war was ideological. Pitched cultural battles were fought over many issues, including the right way to represent and worship Christ. Catholics took heart from the image of Jesus as the physically abused, suffering servant, a depiction the Irish had already nurtured under English oppression. It was a portrayal guaranteed to alienate, if not disgust, most Protestants, who regarded it as medieval and idolatrous. Each group got to savor
the conviction that it was being faithful to the original Jesus of the gospels.4


Protestants, especially northern, educated, liberal ones, held Jesus up as the ultimate individualist, the model of the self-made man. Catholics and many other Protestants praised him as the consummate family man. Catholics, naturally, kept him tied to his Holy Family of origin, an only son and a celibate adult. Protestants gave him siblings and imagined he might have been married. Jesus could be pushed in either direction, autonomous individual or family pillar. The solitary divine-human person promoted the relentless northern Protestant assault upon any customary practice that got in the way of personal development or social progress. Modernizing Americans liberalized Jesus into a God of pure love who had nothing but scorn for inherited law, a radical critic of all Pharisees who preferred old-fashioned constraints to boundless freedom. Meanwhile, the Catholics Holy Family member and the Protestants personal savior could stand for the importance of tradition.
With Jesus as their hero Americans could have their cake of old-time values and devour it too. They could get divine sanction for making all things new while believing that they honored their most precious inheritance of all, Christ himself. They could see themselves as a chosen peoplethe ancient Hebrew notion adopted in the seventeenth century by the Puritansbut a people chosen now for free-spirited development as individuals. Jesus, the chosen Son, provided vital underpinning for this novus ordo seclorum (new order of the ages): a nation of individuals embarked on an open-ended journey of territorial expansion, economic innovation, and social experimentation. As a symbolic figure, Jesus could offer moral support for that journey while also raising moral objections. Protestant and Catholic Americans could never have remade their nation in the nineteenth century without trusting Jesus to propel them forward while steering them away from sin.


The overall national infatuation with Jesus has been deepened by an array of subcultural traditions of allegiance to him. African Americans, Latino Americans, Asian Americans, Irish Americans, Italian Americans, Anglo Americans, Native Americans, and many others have developed their identities in relation to Christ. Within each group he helps to link the past and present. Individual immigrants can choose to worship him in ways familiar to them from the Old World or select new ones that stand for and help speed their adaptation to America. Today many Latino Catholics are combining old and new by relying on Catholic rituals when marking important life events and attending evangelical or Pentecostal Protestant services when seeking emotionally potent encounters with Christ. Hispanic Protestantism takes over from the Catholic tradition a far more corporeal Jesus than most American Protestants recognize. This physical Jesus fits naturally with the hands-on healing practices of much Protestant revivalism and Pentecostalism.5


The African American tie to Jesus is the most historically complex of all the ethnically differentiated faiths in him. While it stemmed originally from a forced adjustment to the white world, it ended up exerting a major impact on the southern white Protestant culture to which blacks had been forced to adapt. Early on Jesus emerged for some African American slaves as the figure who bridged the African past and the American present. By the early nineteenth century, slaves had become Christians in large numbers. African convictions about the living presence of the dead and the reality of the unseen world made Jesus a powerful presence in dreams as well as wakeful states. Thanks to his paradoxical place as Lord and servant of both highborn and low, Jesus came to stand in African American religion for the mysterious agency through which, against all appearances, the last would ultimatelyand even now, in faithbe made first. The last had a forceful cultural impact on the first. White Protestantism immediately
understood the religious power of the black spiritual. African American creations such as Steal Away to Jesus or Balm in Gilead spoke of distinctively black yearnings for temporal as well as spiritual freedom and consolation. But whites could appropriate those spirituals as pleas for Jesus to free them from bondage to sin. If you cant preach like Peter, declares the final verse of Balm in Gilead, if you cant pray like Paul, just tell the love of Jesus, and say He died for all.6


III


Over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the United States became a modern, industrial society while remaining vigorously religious. At the start of the twenty-first century the United States was by far the most religious of advanced industrial societies. In 2003 eight in ten adult Americans said they were Christians (about half saying they were Protestant, about one-fourth saying they were Catholic). Four in ten Americans said they were born again or evangelical Christians. Four in ten also said they attended religious services every weeka figure roughly double that of most of the industrialized West. Surveys in the 1970s and 1980s showed that a colossal 70 percent of adult Americans said they believed Jesus was God or the Son of God, not just the founder of a great religion like Muhammad or the Buddha. Roughly the same proportion was certain Christ was resurrected from the dead. Half of all Americans60 percent of the Protestants and 40 percent of the Catholics reported that
they had tried to encourage someone to believe in Jesus Christ or to accept Him as his or her Savior.7


One study in 2001 suggested that the Christian percentage of the adult American population fell in the 1990s, from 86 percent in 1990 to 77 percent in 2001. The Christian percentage was down not because other religions were attracting former Christians, but because the unchurched segment of the adult population was up. (Because of overall population growth, the number of American Christians rose over the decade of the 1990sby eight millioneven as their proportion declined.) Those adult Americans claiming no religion at all have almost doubled as a proportion of the population. Most of these new secularists are former (at least nominal) Christians, and like their forebears in earlier centuries, they may continue to feel an ethical or cultural attachment to Jesus. Sociologists Michael Hout and Claude Fisher note that many people who have stopped calling themselves Christians have not surrendered their Christian beliefs. They simply hold those beliefs less passionately or dogmatically than many practicing
Christians do.8


The non-Christian part of the population has grown too, but not significantly enough to affect overall American attachment to Jesus. Jews have actually dropped in absolute numbers since 1990 (from 3.1 million adults to 2.8 million) and are now 1.3 percent of the adult population. Muslims, Buddhists, and Hindus have all at least doubled their numbers since 1990. There are now well over a million Muslim Americans, a million Buddhist Americans, and almost a million Hindus. But Muslim, Buddhist, and Hindu citizens still total less than 2 percent of the population.9


Even if Jesus is losing a small percentage of his religious disciples in America at the start of the twenty-first century, he is certainly an omnipresent symbol of religious, ethical, and philosophical seeking. He is so pervasive culturally that some representations of him have no apparent religious reference at all. Over the last generation, for example, his crucifix has taken on a secular life of its own as a hip fashion statement. But the commercialization of the crossand of Jesus himself in secular as well as Christian musicmay still carry with it a moral or spiritual yearning that marks it as religious. It is hard to separate religious from secular piety where Jesus is concerned. Amy Grants 1991 album Heart in Motion, which features the blockbuster romantic hit Thats What Love Is For, ends with Hope Set High: try as you might to see the light on your own, you find out that anything good in life comes from
Jesus. Amy Grant identifies herself as a religious artist, one who happens also to sing secular songs. A more complete intermingling of the secular and the religious is revealed in the free-floating cultural status of Amazing Grace. Is it a secular song or a religious hymn? Written in the late eighteenth century by the English pastor Joseph Newton, a former captain of a slave ship, it is frequently sung today at public events that are not explicitly Christian but are explicitly reflective, meditative, or celebratory. It has evolved into an American anthem affirming the whole local or national communitys relation to God, or to a broadly spiritual if not religious Judeo-Christian tradition. Perhaps the hymn works in that secularized context because it never mentions Jesus but does feature some recognizably Jesus language (the blind see, the lost are found).10


Over two-thirds of the adults in one of the most modernized and industrialized countries in the world believe that a first-century Palestinian Jewish teacher and healer was and is the incarnation of God. Even if many of these people merely endorse the divinity of Christ when a pollster prods them to think about it, this percentage is about twice as large as the figure in most of the industrial West. This is a striking instance of American uniqueness. Why do so many Americans remain persuaded that Jesus is divine? Part of the explanation is that Christian churches have long since entered the deep fabric of American social life. They are community centers and charitable organizations as well as places of worship. People still believe in Jesus because they wish to belong to the assemblies that preach and celebrate him. Belief follows, without being wholly determined by, social placement and aspiration. In Europe, where the churches have tended to stick to charity work and to religious rites narrowly defined, leaving
community-building and social fellowship aside, rates of churchgoing and membershipand of belief in Christare substantially lower.11


Churchgoers may like the social benefits of religion yet still practice their faith primarily because they believe in God. Their piety is not only a function of inherited habit, lifestyle choice, or social calculation. In the face of the mysteries and joys and reversals of their lives, many people seek the answers, comforts, and provocations that religion can provide. Where else can they go to express a spectrum of deep feelings about love, peace, sin, loss, and justice? Where else are they to look for help confronting the ultimate dilemmas of existence, or for maintaining emotional bonds with their ancestors? Where else can they assemble regularly to marvel at the wonders and bemoan the betrayals of everyday life? Jesus, for most Americans, is the God-man who offers forgiveness, succor, and hope. In the classic dialectic of Christian religious experience, he makes them feel better by loving them and he makes them feel worse by reminding them of their failure to love him and their neighbors.


Yet even when faith is deeply spiritual it is also cultural, the product of a groups history. Most Americans have their religious experiences with Jesus because for historical reasons it is he, not Buddha or Muhammad, who is recognized as the appointed messenger of divine wisdomand in the classic Christian vision, as the mediator who reopened the channels of supernatural grace. Most American Christians believe Christ to be a transcendent and unchanging divine person. But human beings seeking to know such a resplendent person are forced to rely on culturally available forms of knowing. Naturally, those sanctioned means of knowing change with time. Recognizing that knowledge of Jesus is culturally shaped does not compromise his divinity. Suppose there is a God who wishes to make contact with individuals through their religious experiences. That God would have no choice but to work with the cultural forms that people can recognize as religious experiences. And those forms evolve historically. Today God
does not communicate with Americans through omens or dreams or thunderbolts or bodily possession or the visions of saintly children as often as he did in earlier centuries. God communicates in modes that are culturally prominent in our day, such as silent prayer, or speaking in tongues, or physical and mental healing, or contemplating nature beside a mountain brook. These cultural forms change very slowly, and forms that have fallen into disuse are sometimes revived in later eras. In the United States today many people become or remain believing Christians because they wish to keep having the kinds of Bible-based religious experiences they imagine their ancestors had. They join churches to have a social life, but not just any social life. They choose a community either because it has preserved religious customs they cherish from the past or because it proclaims values they have embraced as adults. One reason why the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (the Mormons) is expanding so dramatically is that many
former Catholics and Protestants see it as the most fully committed to family values of any American religion.12


IV


The name of Jesus, Emerson said in 1838, is not so much written as ploughed into the history of this world. For almost two millennia Jesus has been ploughed and reploughed into Western thought, worship, and consciousness. Every generation has inherited all earlier conceptions and practices about Jesus and then added more of its own. That puts me in a challenging position as the author of this book. No single volume can offer full coverage of what millions of believers and nonbelievers, even in a single geographical area, have said, written, and felt about Jesus. Far more will have to be left out than included. The writer of Johns Gospel said it well at the end of his labors: And there are also many other things which Jesus did, the which, if they should be written every one, I suppose that even the world itself could not contain the books that should be written. Amen. Amen indeed. The only way to begin to do justice to American experiences of Jesus is to acknowledge at the outset
that the topic can only be pointed at, not covered. In fact, the more you look at it, the bigger it gets. Jesus in America includes all the theology, preaching, worship, literature, art, music, plays, films, architecture, letters, and diaries devoted to him, along with countless cultural practices from Christmas pageants and municipal crches to public prayers at the start of high school football games. The Library of Congress owns 17,239 books about Jesus and 7,719 more about God. A good number of them were published overseas, but many of those circulated widely in the American colonies and the United States.13


But all that is only the beginning. My subject is not just the history of images of Jesus, ideas about Jesus, and customs concerning Jesus. It is the history of American experiences of Jesus. Think of the American yearning for Jesus over the last four centuries as a din of sung and spoken language, thought, and feeling. Christians have expressed their craving to be close to Christ in a chorus of praise and petition that has peaked on the Sabbath but been audible too outside the boundaries of formal worship. Then consider the hundreds and thousands of people in America who have been praying silently to Jesus at every instant of the last four hundred years, in a chorus of pleading and thanksgiving that has never dimmed. If believers are right that their Lord and savior is hearing every word of this, imagine Christs powers of attention. For Jesus there can be no respite. A God who hears everything, patiently and sympathetically, must take listening as a form of sustenance. I think it was Thomas Aquinas who
mused that heaven would be a paradise of constant conversation with multiple partners at once. Easy for a contemplative Dominican monk to say, a man with all the silence he could desire. But that state of constant conversation may be what it is like for a divine Jesus, especially if those believers are right who claim that Christ speaks to them as well as listens.


What I can hope to do in my book is to keep my ear open to that collective cry for Christ while throwing some light on the basic historical patterns and particularities of Americans devotion to Jesus. I want to document the diversity of American experiences of Christ across timenot every one of them, but a fair sample. I want to examine the intersection between Christs multiple identities and certain historical events and trendsnot all of them, but some of the most important ones. I want to analyze how Jesus crossed and helped reconstitute the very blurry line between the religious and the secular in American history. Most of all, I want to think about the relation between faith and culture without presuming that faith is simply the product of culture. I do not know whether believers are right about Jesus being a divine Comforter who sends them his spirit. I do think that their belief in him makes perfect sense, and I know that their belief has profoundly
shaped American and world history.


I restrict myself to American experiences of Jesus despite the distortion imposed by that choice. The seventeenth-century North American encounter between Indians and the European Christ took place in the larger context of Caribbean and South American meetings with European cultures. The Puritans and other colonial residents of the future United States were of course literally English, since there was not yet a United States. But Puritanism, fundamental to the formation of American national mythologies and to Protestant American piety in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, was an English as well as American religious movement. The evangelical revival of the eighteenth century was trans-Atlantic, not American. Nineteenth-century American Christians read John Keats and Ernst Renan and Mrs. Humphrey Ward on Jesus alongside Ralph Waldo Emerson and Charles Sheldon. The logic behind my choice of Americathe United States and its colonial antecedents, with a nod to seventeenth-century New France,
of which Protestant New Englanders were acutely consciousis that in America the cultural incarnation of Jesus eventually took on some discrete meanings and forms. Again and again Jesus has helped Americans understand themselves as distinctively Americansometimes, ironically, by lending support to those who thought the truest American perspective was a cosmopolitan, trans-national one. The great Jewish scholar Joseph Klausner wrote in 1925 that Jesus of Nazareth was such a radical critic of national loyalties that he questioned even the Jewish nation, without which the Jewish religion that Jesus loved was bound to languish. Christs allegiance was to God, and to the purification of each individuals engagement with God, whatever the cost might be to a stable social peace or a secure national identity. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries most Americans tried to combine Christs concern for personal purity with a decidedly un-Christlike embrace of the nation. Some
Christians, aware of the contradiction, tried to adapt their Americanism to their Christianity by redefining patriotism as a trans-national faith in liberty, democracy, or modernization.14


I was tempted to limit this book to the post-revolutionary United States, permitting a more detailed treatment of the last two centuries. I decided that some coverage of the colonial period was indispensable for grasping what happened to Jesus in America in the nineteenth century. Essential contours of American devotion to Christ were ploughed into American culture well before the Revolution. Later developments cannot be understood apart from what preachers and thinkers such as George Whitefield and Jonathan Edwards and Benjamin Franklin said and did about Jesus in the eighteenth century. What they did and said, in turn, can be understood only in relation to what Catholics as well as Protestants were doing and saying in early-seventeenth-century New France, New Spain, and New England. It is crucial to start with the Catholic and Protestant Christs of the seventeenth century to show that Catholicism was a major force in America from the beginning, despite the small percentage of Catholics in the population
before the 1840s. Protestants saw their own settlement in America from the seventeenth century forward as a brake upon Catholic influence in the New World. Indeed, they hoped eventually to liberate Indians from the popish errors to which they had already been exposed.


Yet in the end I have given more attention to Protestants than to Catholics. If this book were a history of American religions, I would say more about Catholicism and other non-Protestant religions. But in my view a book on Jesus in America has to lean to the Protestants. Over the course of American history Protestants did much more innovating in their conceptions and experiences of Jesus. Protestants have recurrently voiced a double aspiration: to restore Jesus to his original puritycorrupted as much by their fellow Protestants as by Catholicsand to remake society in the image of his Kingdom. On the whole Catholics have been satisfied that they already have complete access to the real Jesus. True, like Protestants they have experienced revivals of piety. But they have felt little desire to purify their cultural incarnations of himsave in the Vatican II period of the late twentieth century. Compared to Calvinistic Protestants, they have also been generally skeptical about remaking
society, despite often seeing Jesus as a broadly pro-life advocate of social justice for the poor and mistreated. The Protestant drive to get closer to Jesus fuels a perennial quest to reimagine him so that he can be fully himself and fully usable in the struggle to transform society. I certainly am not implying that Protestant versions of Jesus are more significant religiously than Catholic ones. In America there have simply been more Protestant versions, just as there have always (in English-speaking America) been more Protestants than Catholics. Today Roman Catholics are the single largest American denomination, but Protestants still outnumber them by more than two to one. In earlier times Protestants were even more dominant.15


V


This book is for believers and nonbelievers alike. It is not a book about whether one should believe in Jesus, but about how Americans have believed in and portrayed him. Those who know a living Christ by faith share some important ground with those who do not. Both groups must agree that Jesus has had a historical trajectory within culture, even if (as most believers hold) he is also a divine being who transcends culture. There is nothing in history, Emerson said in the 1840s, to parallel the influence of Jesus Christ. Emerson was astonished at the staying power of a divine Jesus in these learned and practical nations of modern Europe and America. He predicted that a thousand years hence people would have a hard time believing that nineteenth-century physicians, metaphysicians, mathematicians, critics, and merchants had taken seriously the idea that a poor Jewish boy had been the incarnation of the Triune God. Whatever our descendents
may think a thousand years hence, we can be sure that a vast majority of Americans in 2004 give Jesus their credence and their love. For most believers he is a personal savior, for most nonbelievers he is a philosophical and ethical sage, and for all Americans he is an immediately recognizable cultural symbol. Jesus continues to help a vast population of Americans make sense of their deepest hopes, fears, cravings, and transgressions.16


In all likelihood Jesus is permanently layered into the American cultural soil. Yet given how much he has changed in the last four hundred years of his American incarnations, he will surely evolve substantially in response to social and religious developments we cannot foresee. Old depictions of Jesus will resurface, and new ones will emerge. His identity is elastic. There is no single Jesus, in America or anywhere else. He can lead crusades like a warrior and he can turn the other cheek. He can thrash about in the temple and cup a blind persons face in his hands. He can withdraw into the desert like John the Baptist and he can gather the little children. He can call for fulfilling the law, then for destroying it. He can linger with his mother and tell his disciples to leave their families behind. He can warn that the end-time is near and sketch the outlines of a new society. Americans will try their best to make him a predictable source of comfort, but he will remain unpredictable. New prophets will rise
up to remind their countrymen that Jesus delivers condemnation along with solace, and many Americans will try to follow his injunction to lose their lives so as to find them.


As long as Americans take Jesus as their personal savior or cultural hero, some of them will carry their devotion to the point of obsession. Some will take him to be the sole answer to lifes conundrums or the single valid path to salvation, and a segment of those believers will view alternative faiths with alarm. Some non-Christians will respond obsessively themselves, fearing the fanaticism that they detect either on or just below the surface of Christian conviction. They are right that Christianity, like all religions (including atheism), attracts some people who are adamant about the sins of others and impressed with their own purity. But even those Christians who worry more about the beam in their own eye rather than the splinter in their neighbors eye will strike some nonbelievers as overwrought, if not compulsive. Jesus preached permanent revolution in the self. For a follower of Christ there can be no end to the self-scrutiny, and no end to the discovery of self-love masquerading as holiness.
If Jesus keeps his lofty station as a prime American cultural hero in centuries to come, it will be for two reasons: because so many Christians find him useful as a means of congratulating themselves, and because so many find him indispensable as a critic of their self-congratulation.


For any foreseeable future, a large majority of Americans will continue praising Christ. They will find ingenious new ways to do as Balm in Gilead suggests: just tell the love of Jesus. At the Iowa State Fair in 1999, champion butter sculptor Norma Duffy Lyon took a ton of butter and produced a rendition of the Last Supper. She had been sculpting butter for forty years, and was famous across the Midwest for her butter cow. She chose the Last Supper to mark her seventieth birthday as well as her forty years of sculpting. It took her two weeks of work. The newspaper reported that twelve disciples, with their robes, long hair and beards, appear in deep thought as their eyes look toward Jesus Christ. Mrs. Lyon, a mother of nine and grandmother of twenty-three, showed she was a biblical interpreter as well as a sculptor. According to the newspaper she created the disciples in more relaxed positions than people might expect. Lyon, a lay minister
at St. Patrick Catholic Church in Toledo, notes that in at least three references in the Bible, the disciples were reclining during the Last Supper. She also said some people might disagree with the youthful look of the butter disciples, but she said most of the real ones were younger than Jesus. Lines of appreciative fairgoers stretched around the Agriculture Building to relish what Duffy Lyon had wrought with the most common of breakfast spreads.17


The history of Jesus in America begins in childhood, as almost all Americans, Christian and non-Christian, encounter the figure of Christ in one fashion or another. Christian children encounter him in family rituals, church lessons, and public performances, such as the Via Crucis procession on Good Friday. Non-Christians meet him in public exhibitsmunicipal crches, Christmas carols at malls, Christmas advertising in storesand in family or schoolyard conversations. Christians take these observances as part of the natural American order of things, so much so that they have trouble noticing the pain and confusion Jesus has caused for many Jewish American children over the last two centuries. How could Jesus be a problem for anyone, Christians may ask, since he stands only for love, sacrifice, and peace? In practice, in America as in Europe, Christ has also stood for brutal intolerance and callous discrimination. It is difficult enough for children to cope with the milder forms of social exclusion
that adults in a cultural minority group have learned to take for granted. Jewish children must still sometimes hear Jews denigrated or threatened as Christ-killers. No wonder Jewish groups have mobilized opposition to such twentieth-century American films as D. W. Griffiths Intolerance (1916), Cecil B. DeMilles King of Kings (1927), and Norman Jewisons Jesus Christ Superstar (1973).18  


In view of the sad track record of anti-Semitic depictions in Hollywood Jesus movies, it is no wonder that concerns were raised in 2003 about Mel Gibsons just-released film The Passion.  Judging by the movies trailer, few children are going to see the film.  It is far too violent and bloody.  Yet parents can use the occasion of publicity around the film to teach their children some basic truths.  First, we cannot be sure what role the Jewish leadership played in the execution of Christ.  The gospels are not histories, but stories and compilations of sayings put together many decades after the events.  Second, even if the Jewish leadership did play a major role in the death of Jesus, their twenty-first century Jewish descendants bear no responsibility at all.  Third, whatever part the Jewish leaders played, the Roman prefect Pontius Pilate figured at least as prominently, if not more prominently, in the killing of Christ.  Fourth, any retelling of the Jesus story that employs centuries-old visual or
verbal stereotypes of Jewish duplicity, avarice, or hypocrisy should be condemned by everyone.  Fifth, the dispassionate study of history is everyones ally.  Children need to be protected from the graphic violence in Gibsons Passion, but not from knowing whatever the dispassionate study of the past can tell us.


American children of all backgrounds position themselves in the world by finding out who they are in relation to Christ, the single most important American cultural hero and religious figure. There has been no single history of Jesus in America because there have been so many different ways to experience him, secular as well as religious. My two kids heard a good deal about Jesus when they were little, since three of their grandparents were avid churchgoers and two were active proselytizers. Their mother and I were then holiday worshipers who regarded Jesus with awe and affection. When my kids were in first and second grade in Hamden, Connecticut, they would take the schoolbus home every day. Hamden was a very Catholic town. On Tuesday afternoons, the bus driver would drop off most of the children at the Catholic church for catechism before taking my kids and a handful of others home. One Tuesday my six-year-old and seven-year-old ran off the bus and up the front steps. Dad, said the six-year-old,
are we Jewish? No, I said, but Jesus was. The question was enchanting, and we all laughed as I tried to explain my answer. I realized I was doing with them, a quarter-century later, what my Catholic father had done with me in the front seat of the station wagon: passing along some knowledge of Jesus. I called my father up to tell him what had happened.




ONE


THE NAME OF 
JESUS CHRIST 
HAS BEEN SPOKEN


I


Jesus of Nazareth came into the world around the year 4 bce, and word of him reached what Europeans called the New World fifteen hundred years later. But how did Jesus enter that world, and what kind of Jesus was he? He arrived in the minds, prayer books, and Bibles, on the crosses, holy cards, and rosaries, of European traders, explorers, and adventurers at the end of the fifteenth century. Spanish Catholic missionaries and settlers took him into Florida, New Mexico, and other parts of the Americas in the sixteenth century. In the early seventeenth century, French Catholics and English Protestants brought him to their settlements along the St. Lawrence River and the Atlantic seaboard. If we limit our attention to these Europeans, we immediately note the gap between Catholic and Protestant Christs. The Catholic Jesus was visible, material, and portable. Packed wooden ships carried sculptures, paintings, and crucifixes in their holds, along with other necessities. Jesus was represented in those religious objects and embodied physically in the mystery of the Holy Eucharist. Images showed him embedded in his Holy FamilyMary and Josephand surrounded by the saints (see figs. 1-3). He was the fleshy, wounded, bleeding, suffering Son of God whose sacrificial life was the model for each Christians pilgrimage through the human vale of tears.


The early New England Protestants, like the Calvinists on the Continent, were in full rebellion against this Catholic love of externalsall the trinkets and visible symbols of faith. For them Jesus was present mainly in the Word read and preached, not in the sacrament shared. They banished images of Jesus not to downplay his importance but to respect his divinity. They kept him under his transcendent Fathers wing, safe from idolatrous manipulation by human admirers. Like the Catholics, these Protestants centered their theology upon his redemptive sacrifice and his union with the Father and Holy Ghost in the Trinity. They felt his invisible spirit blow through their inmost hearts but were dismayed at the Catholic contemplation of his body and horrified at the Catholic consumption of his flesh. They thought Catholics were too complacent about their natural, unaided ability to imitate Christs virtue, too liable to reduce faith to the pursuit of good works. Catholics, meanwhile, thought
the Protestants had lost direct historic touch with Jesus by breaking the line of apostolic succession in the church he founded. By elevating the Bible over church tradition and the individual conscience over ecclesiastical authority, they had severed contact with the incarnate Christ. For all the Protestants talk about finding Jesus in their hearts, they diminished his humanity by neglecting his pierced body. Spiritualizing him to safeguard his purity, they gave up the daily bread of his succor.1


The Catholic-Protestant split in theology and piety has remained the central fault line in American incarnations of Jesus ever since the seventeenth century. Yet the basic divergence between seventeenth-century Catholics and New England Puritans did not prevent them from finding common ground on some of Christs cultural meanings. If we focus on the two groups interactions with Native Americans, some intriguing convergences come into view. Spanish and French Catholics and English Protestants all saw Christ as a gift they could bestow upon the Indians. All of the Europeans thought Jesus stood for and effected salvation from sin. The Catholics took him, in addition, as an agent of deliverance from a primitive social outlook. In their view he was both the incarnate God who transcended culturewho lifted faithful human beings into a placeless eternity of soulsand an agent of cultural progress. Jesus helped Catholics and Protestants alike to justify their American overtures. Both groups could
see their American adventures as part of Gods plan to liberate native souls from the devils chains. Catholics went further and identified Jesus explicitly with the campaign to alter Indian social behavior. Yet it is an error to view the early American Jesus as primarily a servant of European imperial expansion. Surely many statesmen, explorers, and even clergymen would happily have confined him to that role. But Jesus was not so easily contained. As a symbol of everlasting love he occasionally offered resistance to the barbarities committed by Europeans in their practice of civilization. Christians in America as in Europe sometimes rose up to challenge worldliness, exploitation, and cruelty.


In their meetings with the Indians, the Europeans all settled on two basic identities for Jesus. He was the healer and the martyr. The Catholics in New Spain and New France added a third identity: the civilizer who combated dissolute habits. He taught the Indians to see those habits as offenses against God. Puritans resisted this civilizing use of Jesus. It made Jesus too cultural, too instrumental, too easy and undemanding a gift. Catholics gave Jesus away in their Eucharist with too few strings attached. He had to be held in reserve until Indians could actually read and experience his Word. But the Puritans joined the Catholics in preaching Christs healing powers and his selfless martyrdom. Christ allowed Europeans and Indians alike to greet their own earthly end with equanimity. For the Catholics a select cohort of gifted souls could move beyond the usual achievement of Christian virtue to a direct imitation of Jesus, in which they could anticipate a suffering, perhaps even a martyrdom, like his.


Newly arrived Europeans wanted things from Native Americans, and the Indians they met wanted things from them. Europeans wanted to know where the furs, gold, and silver were. They wanted land and food. They wanted knowledge of topography and waterways. Indians wanted iron goods and weapons, clothes and tobacco, barrels of peas and beans, and novel objects of all kinds, including brass crosses and porcelain rosary beads. Sometimes both parties wanted the same things, like land, although Europeans and Indians had very different conceptions of what it meant to own land. The biggest difference between the two sides may have been that only the Europeans had something they urgently wished the Indians to want: their religion. The Europeans wanted Jesus ultimately to be everyones exclusive savior. For some of them Jesus was the inspiration and justification for their entire enterprise, the symbolic junction of their worldly and otherworldly commitments. These pious newcomers wanted Indians to know
him and love him because they could not imagine living or dying without him. They believed that his ultimate sacrifice on the cross had changed human history, reopened the gates of heaven, and allowed men and women to transcend sinful passion and consecrate themselves to Gods service.


II


As soon as they got to their new world, Europeans made public displays of their loyalty to Jesus for their own as well as the Indians benefit. Juan Ponce de Len picked Easter Sunday, the day commemorating Christs resurrection, as the proper moment for the first official Spanish landing on the well-populated island of Florida in 1513. Spanish reconnaissance and conquest from Columbus on was announced as Christian outreach. Europeans were always frank about material goals as well as spiritual ones. They did not speak of God to hide their commercial and strategic purposes, but to put them in the right perspective. Eternal gains were paramount, and earthly gains were desirable and perfectly proper. Explorers and colonizers departed from Europe with ringing proclamations about bringing true religion to the heathen, to see how, as Columbus put it in 1492, their conversion to the Holy Faith might be undertaken. Yet religious goals were so tied up with worldly
ones that Jesus could be depicted as Lord of earthly domains as well as eternal souls. When the Jesuits first disembarked in Canada in 1611, a solemn Thanksgiving was enjoined, according to one of their early historians. The figure of Christ, covered with a canopy, was carried about with the greatest possible ceremony, and he came auspiciously into the possession, so to speak, of the happy land.2


But thoughts of Jesus and his kingdom accompanied European voyagers in a personal way too. They often bore the trials of their journeys and labors by contrasting them to the far greater agony of Christs sacrifice. The shipwrecked Spanish adventurer Cabeza de Vaca trudged for eight years (1528-1536) from Florida to Mexico, and reported on his return to Spain that his only consolation during the ordeal was to think about the Passion of our Redeemer Jesus Christ, and the blood he shed for me, and to consider how much greater had been the torment that he suffered from the thorns. After her death in Quebec in 1651, Ursuline Marie de St. Joseph was hailed by her Mother Superior, Marie de lIncarnation, for spending her final five years in New France living only by faith and crosses. Sometimes Marie de St. Joseph had such vivid impressions of the sufferings of Jesus Christ, her Mother Superior recalled, that she suffered almost continual pains and weaknesses
in body and soul. She embraced the words of St. Paul, I am crucified with Jesus Christ, and clung to her life of frigid deprivation in Canada because it made her like her Bridegroom [Jesus], a victim of suffering love. The sacrificial Jesus she modeled to her Algonquin and Huron pupils at the female seminary (she spoke the languages of both peoples), and to the adult Indians (male and female) whom she counseled, had little in common with the triumphal Christ proclaimed by Jesuit Pierre Biard after his arrival in Canada in 1611: We have taken possession of these regions in the name of the Church of God, establishing here the royal throne of our Savior and Monarch, Jesus Christ.3


Native Americans added their own understandings of Jesus to the cultural mix from the moment they first learned of him from the explorers or missionaries. It was a time of social emergency for them because the first Spanish sneeze, as Stephen Greenblatt puts it, had propelled millions of invisible bullets. The initial intersection between European and American peoples was a demographic disaster for the Indians. They had no protection against the measles, smallpox, or influenza to which Europeans had often developed resistance. The religious paradox is stark: the Europeans supplied both the diseases and the divine healer and redeemer who helped some unknown number of Indians make sense of their calamity. According to European observers, some Native Americans believed that their own shamans or gods could not account for or reverse the tide of affliction. Naturally the Indians were interested in knowing more about the Europeans Christ, a savior who appeared to have
the power to protect the Europeans from falling ill. Inhabiting a world full of invisible spirits, they had no reason to doubt his existence or his power. What they debated was whether he could save them from disease as he had saved the Europeans, and whether the Europeans would allow him to if he could.4


Europeans believed that Indians were seeking out Christian stories and rituals to tap whatever power they might contain. If they were rightif the Native Americans were not just being polite but were on the lookout for any and all spiritual agencies that meshed with their beliefsthen the Indians may have exerted a substantial impact on the kind of Jesus the missionaries ended up preaching. Spanish Franciscans in New Mexico and Florida, French Jesuits along the St. Lawrence, and English Puritans in New England all had to simplify Christian truths if they were to make contact with Indians, or for that matter with ordinary Christians of their own faiths (the most undisciplined of whom consistently struck them as less spiritually promising than the Indians they met). The Jesus many Indians seem to have been most interested in was the Jesus who cured people of sickness and saved people from death, not the one who stressed obedience to the Fathers commandments, love of enemies, repentance for sin,
or the imminence of the coming Kingdom. Missionaries here as elsewhere adjusted their teachings to the interests of their audiences. Even the Jesuits in Canada and the Puritans in New England, who scoffed at the Spanish Franciscans mass baptisms
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