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PREFACE TO THE NEW EDITION

The opportunity to revise a book that has been a chronicle of the author’s life is a privilege both rare and wonderful. When this book was first written it grew out of lectures that served as confirmation instruction for those who were considering joining the Episcopal church. Some of those people were shifting their religious heritage from one faith community to another. The vast majority, however, were people who had left organized religion altogether for citizenship in the secular city. They were, by and large, adults who had been raised as Christians, in rather traditional churches, with the typical religious assumptions of their day. When they entered the university world in their transition toward maturity their ancient religious assumptions no longer translated into meaning and hence they abandoned them. The God they met in church was simply not big enough to be the God for their lives. They were members of what I like to call “the Church Alumni Association.” That is the audience for whom I always write.

In the revised preface for the second printing of this book in 1988, I told the story of the way this book had affected my life. In many ways it established my writing career, which in time formed the study patterns of my life. One cannot write apart from the regular discipline of study. For me that time of study is the period from 6:00 A.M. to 8:00 A.M. each morning, 365 days a year. To that discipline I owe the course of my life.

This book was my second, and for many years my most popular, book. Today it is one of thirteen published volumes and has been eclipsed in sales by three others, all of which were written after the first revised edition of this volume. Those books, Living in Sin? A Bishop Rethinks Human Sexuality, Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism: A Bishop Rethinks the Meaning of Scripture, and Born of a Woman: A Bishop Rethinks the Birth of Jesus, catapulted me into the ranks of the top religious authors of the world. Through these works I also had my reputation for controversy enhanced. It was a reputation far more imposed on me by the press trying to understand my writings than by my writings themselves.

Lecturing on the themes of these books has taken me to every part of the United States and on expanding tours of England, Scotland, Wales, Canada, Hong Kong, China, India, Australia, and New Zealand. In many ways this present volume was the seminal volume from whence all my subsequent titles flowed.

Time has altered many things in the lifetime of this book. In the preface to the revised edition I wrote that women would be made bishops in the Anglican church before “this edition sold out.” I am pleased that this has in fact occurred—in Massachusetts in 1989 and in New Zealand in 1990. Our church is much richer and much more whole because of that new inclusiveness.

I have updated many parts of this work, but its content remains substantially as it was written in 1973 and revised in 1988. I am pleased to discover that its themes are still powerful, provocative, and, above all, true for me. I do not mean to suggest that there have been no changes. Indeed, there were some four thousand changes in the first revision and more than two thousand in this second edition. The text has been improved, new insights added, and dated examples deleted. Subsequent study has substantially modified the present narrative. But this book was and is for me nothing less than the attempt to retell the Christ story, which is a timeless task and one that will never be complete or finished. The issue for me is whether this attempt at retelling that story has integrity. I believe that it does, so I will let it continue its life with only cosmetic revisions.

My deepest debate on the issue of revision centered on chapter 11. It was a chapter about freedom as the lens through which a modern person could perceive the divine Christ. It portrayed that freedom in the light of the enormously popular image created by Richard Bach in a bestselling book in the seventies entitled Jonathan Livingston Seagull. Many of my readers today will not recall or be familiar with that wonderful story. My conviction is that perhaps they should be, so I retold Bach’s story in enough detail to capture something of his powerful account of freedom and then used that concept to open the freedom of Christ to my readers. Divinity for me is best seen in the freedom to live, the freedom to love, the freedom to be all that God created each of us to be. It is in the radical freedom of Jesus of Nazareth that I perceive God to be, in Christ, reconciling the world to God. I have chosen to let that chapter stand essentially as it was originally written.

There have been changes in my personal life also, as is inevitable with the passage of time. The original book was dedicated to my wife, Joan, and our three daughters, Ellen, Katharine, and Jaquelin. The dedication to Joan has been changed to a memorial, because she died of cancer on August 6, 1988. My daughters have brought sons into my life as their husbands in the persons of Gus Epps, Jack Catlett, and Todd Hylton, and have made me a proud grandfather to Shelby Catlett, Jay Catlett, and John Lanier Hylton. Hermann, our cat whose death I recorded in the preface to the revised edition, has been replaced by Flosshilde, Repo (for “repurchased”), Sam, and Axel Rodriguez—our “granddogs,” and by Annabel, Bruiser, Nina, and Big Boy—our “grandcats.”

Far more significant to me has been my marriage on January 1, 1990, to Christine Mary Bridger Barney, whose love and friendship touches and surrounds my life with a special grace. With Chris I was also privileged to become stepfather to Brian and Rachel Barney.

Finally, I acknowledge the gift of Wanda Corwin Hollenbeck, my executive secretary, who prepared this third preface and presided over the other changes. She has been the organizer and director of my office and career for nine years and is a wonderful professional partner and friend. How grateful I am that she is part of my life.

Shalom,                       

JOHN SHELBY SPONG

Newark, New Jersey     

January 1993              


ORIGINAL

PREFACE

This book is the story of a struggle that was both personal and theological. It was a struggle to translate the power of Jesus of Nazareth into the categories of our day. It is not offered as a definitive Christology but as a personal witness. It is a dialogue in which I will be revealed to my reader, and my reader will inevitably have to interact with me.

This book has been under preparation for years, as its corpus will reveal. Parts of it have been given as lectures in many churches of this land and at church conference centers at Kanuga in North Carolina and Hemlock Haven in Virginia. One chapter (11) has been substantially published as a separate article in The Episcopalian, April 1973. Most specifically, it reflects my life in St. Paul’s Church, Richmond, Virginia, where I serve a congregation that possesses unusual vitality, intellectual power, and deep inner resources of life. The members of this congregation, time after time, make my life new, and in response to their demands I am constantly being called to heretofore unknown horizons. For the privilege of this ministry I am grateful. One of my predecessors as rector of St. Paul’s was my former teacher Walter Russell Bowie. I can never walk in his footsteps but I would like to think I walk in his shadow. The issues facing the church in my day are not unlike the ones he had to face. He made a vital difference from his position at St. Paul’s. I hope I can do the same.

I need to acknowledge many of the people who have helped me prepare this volume. First my thanks go to my administrative assistant, Lucy Boswell Negus, who has corrected my spelling, shaped my sentences, helped clarify my thoughts, and encouraged my embarking oh this enterprise. Second, I was assisted by three very gifted readers, Jean Leonard LeRoy, Cyane Hoar Lowden, and Carter Donnan McDowell, all of whom spent many hours working on the original and subsequent manuscripts.

Third, members of my staff at St. Paul’s aided me immeasurably. Mary Kuehl Barden typed the first copy and drew diagrams for the illustrations; Felicia Huffer Lightfoot, Walton Speake Pettit, Raymond Frederick Glover, Eleanor Noble Jackson, Sargeant Herbert Brown, and Carolyn Henna Shelton assisted in many ways, complained very little about the additional work load, and endured me while I suffered the labor pains of this book’s birth.

Fourth, Basil Terence and Penny Powell Carmody, who gave me the use of their home for writing while they were out of the city; Betty McLennan Barden, who typed the final copy; Celia Kyle Luxmoore, who worked especially on chapter 4; Dr. Talbot Selby, Edith Black Zfass, and Mahryam Daniels Aleyshmerni, who assisted with my Greek and Hebrew transliterations; Dr. Frank E. Eakin of the University of Richmond’s Department of Religion, who read the manuscript and offered many helpful comments; and my editor, Robert Morgan Gilday, who gave me not only his expertise, but also his sense of humor and his gracious friendship; to all these, I am greatly indebted.

My thanks go finally to my family: Joan, my wife; and Ellen, Katharine, and Jaquelin, our daughters. Grace is being loved when you are unlovable, being accepted and forgiven when you least deserve it. I live as the fortunate recipient of this grace from my family, my primary life-giving community. Together, including Hermann the cat, they seem to know just when special care is needed. I do hope that I am to them in some small measure what they seem constantly to be to me.

JOHN SHELBY SPONG

Richmond, Virginia      

September 1, 1973      


CHRISTPOWER

Look at him!

Look not at his divinity,

but look, rather, at his freedom.

Look not at the exaggerated tales of his power,

but look, rather, at his infinite capacity

to give himself away.

Look not at the first-century mythology that surrounds him,

but look, rather, at his courage to be,

his ability to live

the contagious quality of his love.

Stop your frantic search!

Be still and know that this is God:

this love,

this freedom,

this life,

this being;

and

When you are accepted,

accept yourself;

When you are forgiven,

forgive yourself;

When you are loved,

love yourself.

Grasp that Christ power

and

dare to be yourself!

JOHN SHELBY SPONG

1973
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DEVELOPING HEBREW EYES


1

A NECESSARY PERSONAL WORD

SEVERAL YEARS AGO I was having lunch with a leading businessman in the city of Richmond, Virginia. He was a man who had achieved success far beyond what one would expect at his age, and who was deeply involved in the church. Our conversation turned toward those things we really believed—not just the things we thought we were supposed to believe. In utter honesty he said to me: “I have no trouble believing in God. I am impressed with the wonder and order of creation and life. I have no difficulty with the Christian ethic. I try to act it out, and I think it is the only basis upon which to organize society. But I do have trouble with Jesus. I do not understand how he fits in, or why he is important. I can see him as a teacher and as a great man of insight, but more than that makes no sense to me.”

This man was articulating the theological anxiety of our age. He was daring to express what many would-be Christians feel. Ours is an age of doubt, confusion, and lack of certainty. The Jesus we so often hear about in church has little resemblance to the thought forms, the activities, or the mind-set of the twentieth-century world. He is overlaid with myth and superstition. He is victimized by piety and emotions. He is covered with sentimentality and the miraculous. He does not seem real. He makes no contact with our life.

I groped for words to speak to my friend, but his open honesty made it impossible to retreat into the jargon or clichés of my calling. I had to be honest, even though he was raising the most uncomfortable question a clergyperson can face. It was a question that I realized in retrospect I had always attempted to repress, for I was afraid of its consequences. If I could not deal to my own satisfaction with Jesus, the Christ figure, the most basic cornerstone of my profession would have come loose, and my life would be one huge question mark.

I was reminded of a story told about Martin Luther in the early years of the Reformation. Luther realized that the fire he had lit had ignited feelings that not even he was aware existed. The explosion that followed Luther’s spark was bigger than anyone could manage or control. The life of the whole world would never again be the same. Luther awoke from his sleep in the middle of the night, and this realization overwhelmed him. He is reported to have cried, “My God, what if I am wrong!”

On a much smaller scale, but equally as existential to my life, a similar feeling came to me. My whole life, my deepest being, was and is consumed in the practice of the Christian ministry. Suppose, however, that the central foundation of that ministry collapsed. Suppose I could no longer make sense out of Jesus the Christ. Suppose everything I am was based on a superstition, a misunderstanding, an orthodoxy that could not stand the light of day. “My God, what if I am wrong!”

I do not suppose I had ever really allowed myself to search out my Christ before that day. Instead, I had avoided facing this growing anxiety of my generation. I had encapsulated myself in all sorts of religious certainties. But now, somehow, there was no escape. My own latent doubts were triggered by this open, probing question from a friend at lunch. I could not duck the issue. There began for me an intensive probe into the very roots of my faith, the reason for my being. I had to find either a new level of honest commitment or a new profession, a new meaning for my existence. It was at this moment, I suppose, that the seed for this book was germinated.

I cannot remember a time when the church was not a part of my life, yet the early religious attitudes that implanted themselves in my conscious mind were not particularly attractive. My father was an Episcopalian, though he never participated in worship except at Christmas and Easter, and he seemed to resent any financial demand the church made on him. My mother was from a very fundamentalistic Presbyterian family, rigidly moralistic; yet in her own way, she was very loving. She joined my father’s church in the hope that he would attend if she went with him. It did not work in improving my father’s attendance, but the three children—I being the middle child—were taken to Sunday School regularly.

I can remember winning many medals for perfect attendance, yet when I try to recall the content of those early years in my church, I draw an almost complete blank. I can honestly remember only two things from my entire Sunday School career. I remember being slapped by my fourth-grade teacher for misbehaving. What my misdeed was I have no idea. Only the embarrassment of being slapped remains vivid. My other memory was from the fifth grade, when our subject matter was the Ten Commandments. For some reason that I did not then comprehend, my teacher omitted the seventh commandment. I raised my hand, noting the omission, and said, “Mr. Darrow, what does it mean to ‘commit adultery’?” There was an embarrassed silence, and then an animated and flustered response, “You’ll learn about that when you get older.” To the best of my ability, that is all I can recall of my Sunday School training.

At the proper time in my life I was confirmed. I remember it well, not because of its religious significance, but because it represented for me a kind of adult independence. I was confirmed at a church other than the one of which my parents were members. It was probably the first independent and original deed I ever did. At least my new church was of the same denomination, so it did not create a scandal. It was also the church to which my father had belonged when he was a child, so it did not represent a serious rupture of family tradition. Yet this was in many ways a crucial turning point for me.

Church then came to be filled, for me, with warm feelings. I was first a boy soprano in a very mischievous boys’ choir; then an acolyte, greatly enjoying the status of my red vestment and the sense of importance it created; then a member of the youth group. These associations were especially vital to me after my father died, for his death meant that great insecurity entered my twelve-year-old life. As I was forced to deal somewhat prematurely with the responsibilities of the adult world, I found this church to be a very real anchor. It was a place where I was known and where I belonged. It was not long before it also provided me with a surrogate father.

In 1945 the old rector retired, and his replacement was different from any minister I had ever known. He was in his early thirties, happy-go-lucky and debonair. He wore white buck shoes (pretty stylish for that day!), and he drove a convertible, which was, of course, unheard of for a parson. His wife was a Georgia belle of exquisite beauty, who smoked cigarettes in a very worldly way using a golden cigarette holder. Suddenly, in this man, I had an ideal to follow, a hero to emulate. To be like Bob Crandall became the height of my ambition. He liked me, perhaps because I was the only acolyte who would serve at the 8 A.M. service. This he allowed me to do, despite the fact that I became nauseated, deathly ill, or fainted with great regularity. My rector had told me that the church insisted that one should always receive Communion while fasting, which I was determined to do or die trying.

It never occurred to me to question my faith. God and Jesus intermingled for me. I never straightened out the resurrection or the ascension, and I did not really care. It only mattered that the church affirmed me, and affirm me it did. The only significant successes of my early life were church successes.

In my last year of high school, I took a class in Bible in the public school. That was still possible in America in the late forties. My teacher was a lovely “religious” woman. She did not wear makeup, for that was “against the teaching of the Bible,” she said. She was a deeply devout, gentle soul, genuinely admired but rabidly fundamentalist. To her the Bible was the word of God! Every word, every comma, God had dictated—and in the King James Version, too! But how she did make those stories live! I was mesmerized with the tales of David, the adventures of Paul, and the story of the cross. She believed in “memory work,” so I committed great chunks of scripture to memory, which made me a rare Episcopalian indeed. I was an avid student, and I began to read the Bible daily. I knew its content well. My teacher’s pious, evangelistic approach was very revival-oriented in a Protestant direction. It featured making a decision for Jesus “as my personal Saviour.” I learned gospel hymns like “Sweet Hour of Prayer,” and I became known as the religious member of my high-school class. Frequently, I was called on to give the chapel devotional at our school assembly. My religion made me “somebody,” though I still did not question its content. If God wanted Jonah to be in the belly of the whale for three days, that certainly was not any great problem for God, nor was it for me.

I went to college determined to prepare for the ministry. When the power of a great modern secular university suddenly challenged my life, I experienced my first faith crisis. My philosophy professor was an atheist. Another professor, I learned, had once been a Congregationalist minister but had resigned the ministry, repudiated his faith, and upon receiving his doctorate, entered the academic world as a teacher dedicated to destroying “superstitious religion.” He bragged about his emancipation from the intellectual shackles of Christianity. It was under such experiences as these that my literal reading of the Bible disintegrated. My religious certainty evaporated. My sense of identity was challenged. I met this crisis by abandoning the authority of the literal Scriptures and accepting the authority of a divine church. I became an Anglo-Catholic. I filled my life with religious disciplines and rules. I was moralistic beyond belief. There was no argument allowable beyond the words “the church teaches.” I found a group of like-minded people on the campus. All of us, I suspect, were deeply insecure people hiding from a great deal of reality. I zoomed through college with very high grades, completing my degree program in three years. But inwardly it was an intense struggle to preserve my faith and, beyond that, my sacred identity. This struggle demanded that I isolate my faith, build a fence around it, and refuse to question it. I paid that price, and with the direction of my life thus set, I entered graduate school to prepare for my priestly vocation.

Seminary was a relaxed environment for me because here there was a community of faith. No one shattered my inner creed. They shattered my naïveté, my intense moralism, my need for an authoritarian church of rigid discipline; but my faith remained intact. Here I learned the tradition, the history, “the faith,” that I was to proclaim and defend. It was a very intellectual experience for me. My mind was at peace. My confidence returned. After three years I graduated and began to practice the calling for which I had yearned.

My first assignment was to a small church adjacent to the campus of Duke University in Durham, North Carolina. Armed with my newfound confidence, I proclaimed my intellectual Christ to that community with some success. I knew enough of the fundamentalistic heritage out of which so many students came that I could speak their language and offer them new possibilities. I stood somewhere between the religious heritage they had left and a complete abandonment of any religion. The post-World War II religious revival was still on. The reality of the atomic era was not yet fully digested. What I was able to offer seemed a popular midpoint. I clarified the science-religion conflict. I introduced the form criticism approach to Bible study. I delved into the psychological meanings of life and worship. Yet interestingly enough, I avoided the central issue. I never probed the Christ figure. He was the inviolate holy of holies for me.

My career in the ministry was the meteoric rise of the bright young man. After less than three years of “impressing” the university world, I moved to a grand old parish in eastern North Carolina. Then only twenty-six years old, I knew my way around in the world of ecclesiastical politics and found myself, time after time, in the right place at the right moment and able to do the right thing. But that inner conviction, that very ground upon which everything I did was finally based, grew weaker and fuzzier with every passing day. These feelings I repressed while I delved into a new Sunday School curriculum, group-life laboratories, and sensitivity training. I worked hard on my sermons, and I presume it showed for I developed some power of oratory that began to be recognized. Invitations to speak in various places increased, and my orbit of travel became wider and wider. I think I must have been like the minister who wrote on the margin of his sermon, “Argument weak; yell like hell!” I hid from the crises of my faith in the success of my profession.

That success was deeply threatened in the late fifties and early sixties by the racial conflict within my region. But I discovered that social action could be an avenue for escape from the torture of theological doubt. My deepest and most honest convictions could be expressed politically much more easily than theologically. It shocked me to admit that fact to myself, but it was nonetheless true.

It was in this internal wilderness that I first read John Robinson’s Honest to God. I was vacationing on the Outer Banks of North Carolina. In my intellectual snobbery, I did not consider it a great book at that time. The thought it projected was not particularly new. It quoted Tillich, Bultmann, and Bonhoeffer, all of whom I had previously read. But this book put together many of my own doubts and questions. In effect, it “let the cat out of the bag.” It was no longer possible for me to play the role of the believing parson with the same certainty. Words and phrases that had once seemed meaningful to me became intolerable clichés that I could no longer use. I am sure I read the book three times before I put it away that summer. Robinson gave me the courage to dare, to probe, and to question openly. I have never been the same since. I was driven to my roots and forced to think again about everything I believed, about how I worshiped and whether or not I could pray.1 All of this went on inside me while I continued to preach each week, lead worship, bury the dead, counsel the troubled, and try to keep my life from breaking apart in all directions at once.

It was at this time that I moved to a large church in central Virginia. Once again it was close to an academic community, and it provided exactly what I needed for the searching my faith then required. I started a Sunday morning Bible class that met for an hour before worship each week. I determined that above all else, in this class I would be honest in my search for truth, and I would follow in whatever direction the quest for truth led me. The class became a community conversation piece. It was regularly described as scholarly, radical, iconoclastic, and with other adjectives that I dare not repeat. The fundamentalists departed to safer congregations, but the doubters began to come back to church. The class was so well attended that my critics dared not challenge it outright. I remember that when I did a special unit on
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