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						Preface
					

				

				
					The subject of the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth lies at the foundation of Christianity itself. It was the experience that came to be called Easter that propelled the Christian movement into history. This focal point in my religious tradition has captured my attention for many decades. I remember first treating this subject in 1957 in a series of lectures at Kanuga, a conference center in Hendersonville, North Carolina. Those lectures evolved until they were published, in 1980, in a book called The Easter Moment. Most authors have a tendency to put aside a subject once they have completed a book and to assume that they have no further significant contributions to make to the subject beyond wishing that they had included this or that point in the original work.

					However, for reasons that I cannot always fathom, such an abdication of interest has never been possible for me in regard to the resurrection. Through the years the Easter narratives have continued to demand and to receive my attention in significant ways. Perhaps it could be said that resurrection and the meaning of life are, for me, so deeply intertwined that every experience is finally incorporated into this interest.

					In 1983, through a unique friendship I was privileged to develop with Senator Claiborne E. Pell, Democrat of Rhode Island, I became part of an interdisciplinary seminar, held at Georgetown University, on the question of survival after biological death. Through that experience I was forced to look at these issues from beyond the boundaries of the ecclesiastical tradition that had been until that moment my only frame of reference. Those who shared that stage with me did not share my religious context nor even, in several cases, my Western mentality. Rather, I tested my ideas in interaction with such people as physicist Paul Davies, now of the faculty of the University of Adelaide in Australia; Rupert Sheldrake, an English biologist; Anthony Flew, a British philosopher and atheist; Stanlislav Grof, a neurologist; and Sogyal Rinpoche, a Buddhist mystic.

					My thoughts on Easter and life after death had to grow to accommodate new angles of vision. Those new angles continued to expand as my widening orbit of travel carried me in ever-broadening ways to parts of the world such as Africa, India, and China. In these places I sought out those who lived in and articulated the faith traditions of their people. While in Kenya I made a study of the early African religious traditions and how they first made their transitions into both Christianity and Islam. From my perspective the transitions were not profound changes but verbal veneers put over the easily recognizable indigenous beliefs. The superstitious elements in this tradition clearly indicated the fears that the people's religious system was called on to meet.

					In 1984 I journeyed to south India, where, in the small town of Kottayam, in the state of Kerala, I had the opportunity to engage in a wide-ranging, day-long public dialogue with three Hindu scholars sponsored by the seminary of the Mar Thoma tradition. As each one of us sought to address the critical issues and questions universally raised by human life, this dialogue allowed me to begin identifying common traditions within the various religious systems of the world.

					In 1988, traveling in the New Territories of China, I participated in a dialogue with the Reverend Yuen Quing, a Buddhist monk and holy man. He not only expanded my comprehension of another great religious tradition but also opened my eyes to the way in which a Christianity united with Western imperialism was perceived in other parts of the world.

					My vision, enlarged and informed by these experiences, compelled me to look again and to look far more deeply at my own faith tradition, but it also demanded that I look through a broader and perhaps even different lens. One person who helped to create that lens for me was Joseph Campbell, the scholar of human mythology who was discovered by American television viewers in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In both his televised interviews with Bill Moyers and The Power of Myth, the book that grew out of that series, I was touched by Campbell's ability to see the truth of myths while refusing to literalize the rational explanation of those myths, which found permanent places in religion and liturgy. Campbell enabled me to appreciate such timeless themes as virgin births, incarnations, physical resurrections, and cosmic ascensions, which appear again and again in the religious histories of the world's peoples. Slowly, ever so slowly, but equally ever so surely, a separation began to occur for me between the experience captured for us Christians in the word Easter and the interpretation of that experience found in both the Christian Scriptures and the developing Christian traditions, which have borrowed freely, if not always consciously, from the mythology of the ages. When that separation was complete, I had to face the fact that my thinking had moved to a new place and that I had to examine the Easter claim once again from this new perspective. It was a compelling vocational call that I could not put aside.

					I still assert with deep conviction that my understanding of Christianity is rooted firmly in the reality of Easter. My faith in Jesus' resurrection, however, does not today demand that I claim a nonmythological literalness for the words I use to talk about that resurrection. Nor do I insist that Easter be understood as an objective supernatural event that occurred inside human history. I do maintain that the effects of that experience called Easter are demonstrably objective. I believe and affirm that Jesus, in the experience called Easter, transcended the limits of human finitude expressed in the ultimate symbol of that finitudedeath. I do believe that those of us who are called by this Jesus to live in him and in the Spirit that he made available to us will also transcend that final barrier. Furthermore I believe that what we Christians call heaven is in fact real.

					But, having said that, I must also state that I today approach and understand that critical moment in the life of Jesus called Easter and the Christian hope of life after death quite differently from the way I once did. I would describe that difference as both less literal and more real, and both parts of that statement are equally important. I wrote this book to give content to those words and to place my convictions before both the church and society in a way that transcends the sterile debates of the past and offers a new starting point for faith.

					Since I first wrote a book on Easter my intellectual and spiritual life has been stretched in some other wonderful directions. I have written Into the Whirlwind: The Future of the Church, which called me to walk into new frontiers. I have contributed to and served as editor for a volume called Consciousness and Survival, which grew out of the interdisciplinary conference at Georgetown Universitya result of my friendship with Senator Pell. I have coauthored a treatment of the Ten Commandments, entitled Beyond Moralism, in which ancient ethical rules may be examined in the light of modern circumstances. Most significantly, and beyond my wildest imagination, I have written the three books that together have lifted me as an author onto both a national and international stage. They are 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.

					I have also read deeply in the area of the physical sciences and in the works of those theologians who dare to take seriously in their theological writings the full panoply of contemporary thoughtDon Cupitt, Thomas Sheehan, Hans Kng, Rosemary Ruether, Arthur Peacock, David Jenkins, Diogenes Allen, Teilhard de Chardin, and Elisabeth Schssler-Fiorenza, to name just a few. Beyond that, I have never ceased to make the Bible my primary textbook, with Raymond Brown, Michael Goulder, Edward Schillebeeckx, Phyllis Trible, Jane Schaberg, and Elaine Pagels, among others, expanding dramatically my knowledge of and excitement for the Bible.

					I cannot escape the interior tension created by my dual roles. By vocation I am a bishop; by avocation I seek to be a scholar and an author. For me the combination has generated the richest and most exciting possibilities imaginable. Scholars who are authors have said for years in learned volumes most of the things about which I have written. But their insights have never moved beyond the circles of academia. A bishop, because he or she belongs to the people, is a public self, a symbol of the church's life, its order and unity. As a bishop who offers the insights of the scholars to public awareness, who makes accessible the various speculative theories for public debate, who openly explores areas of ethical concern, and who invites both the church and the world into a dialogue that seeks, and perhaps even demands, a new theological or faith consensus, my vocation has proved to be both feared and welcomed by my audience.

					Those whose primary response is fear tend to use the symbols of their religious persuasion as a security system in which to hide from the churning tides of the modern world. When that system is disturbed and the certainty that they assume to be self-evidently true is challenged and perhaps even relativized, they express their anxiety as overt hostility. Literalistic religious convictions, thinly stretched over gaping anxieties and unanswered questions, and in some cases even over unasked questions, exist in their own hidden inner tabernacles. For many people the church has become a port of call that one does not leave lest he or she be caught amid the swirling storms of life. Some of the fearful ones are ordained persons who are unconsciously attempting to build in their ecclesiastical jurisdictions safe havens for the frightened and the insecure, among whom they are surprised to discover they themselves are included. The fearful ones are also numbered among those ecclesiastical professionals who measure success only in terms of institutional unity. These people seem to believe that honest questions should never be raised because they might disturb the peace of mind of many of their members. For them the task of seeking the truth of God has become a secondary goal, and they ignore the fact that both scholarship and integrity are sacrificed by that process.

					The ones who, on the other hand, welcome my writing and my theological and ethical speculations are, by and large, drawn from the ranks of those who find themselves alienated from institutional forms of religion but who are still deeply attached to the truth to which religion itself seems to point. My life in the church and, even more important, my life as a bishop, proclaims that there might yet be a place for them inside the structures of the Christian institution. They are the ones put off by forms, by tactics of control, by dogmatic assertions, and by those who dare to draw lines beyond which they seem to believe the love of God cannot move. Such alienated people are unlikely to read the scholars' tomes but they are fascinated by a bishop's ideas, for somehow the bishop belongs to them. If a bishop can think these thoughts and can say or write them publicly, then possibly these thoughts can be more widely entertained. Perhaps even the doors of the church might crack open to beckon someone like them to listen once more to the old, old story. Perhaps that story can be believed once again with passion and integrity by those who have thought of themselves as forever outside the church.

					So it is that I find myself hated and feared by some and at the same time a kind of religious folk hero for others. Frankly, I have coveted neither response. My only desire is to walk the path opened for me by my study of the Bible as a Christian who, by the grace of God, has been called to be a bishop. To stand in this special place is a vocation I commend to the next generation of the church's bishops. I am certain that within that body there is already at this moment the one upon whom the mantle of this style of leadership will fall. It is a role that I will be happy to lay aside when this century passes into history and my writing vocation has been completed.

					As I have grown older it has increasingly been my desire to be more than a critic of the literalizing religious traditions of the past. I have wanted to state a positive case for a broad religious understanding, and to call people into a living religious future that is rich and engaging.

					
        So quite deliberately in my books Living in Sin?, Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism and Born of a Woman, I focused on the positive themes. What does sexual morality look like when your deepest conviction is that every human being bears God's image? What does the Bible mean when it is freed from debilitating literalism? How can the feminine aspect of God and human life both be celebrated in a dawning new century?

					I sought in those volumes to create some space where the church of tomorrow might live, especially since the space occupied by the church of yesterday has proved to be inadequate. That effort continues in this volume. I seek here to articulate the transcendent and eternal meanings that I believe reside in God and inside each of us, and which make the concept of Easter both believable and real. Readers of this book will have to be willing to engage the content of the Bible seriously. A Christian who is either ignorant of the biblical text or unwilling to delve beneath the level of literalism will find it difficult to follow the nuances of my argument as it develops. My readers must be able to see new possibilities, some threatening and others exhilarating, but, above all else, possibilities that open the doors to new truth. I hope that walking through those doors will lead my readers to an ever-deeper commitment to the one we Christians call Lord and Christ. I am convinced that if this Jesus can be for us the doorway into God, as he seems to have been for Peter and others in that critical moment when Easter dawned in human history, then this faith story of ours can live in dramatic new ways in the challenging future of the human enterprise. At least that is my intention in this volume.

					I hope to take this intention even further in my next book, which will seek to discover how contemporary Christians can say the historic creeds with integrity and still live in a world shaped by Copernicus, Galileo, Newton, Darwin, Freud, and Einstein. My working title for that book is A Believer in Exile. Both key words in that title are important to me. I am a believer in the Christian creeds. I am also in exile, as I believe all thinking Christians are, from the worldview in which those creeds were formed and in which its concepts are easily translatable. Most of us therefore face a difficult choice. We can either literalize the creeds and thereby become irrelevant, or we can abandon our creeds and become non-believers. I hope to offer a better alternative.

					When I think of those institutions that made this book possible, two come immediately to mind. They are the Diocese of Newark in the United States and Cambridge University in England. The laity and clergy of the Diocese of Newark have opened door after door to me in my years as their bishop, enabling me to grow in countless ways. Everything I have published since I entered the episcopal office in 1976 has lived first as a lecture to the people of the Diocese of Newark. Behind this book, for example, are Lenten lectures given in 1992 at St. Peter's Church in Morristown, New Jersey, where I developed the three chapters that show how the Jesus of the resurrection was seen in terms of Hebrew images as atoning sacrifice, suffering servant, and Son of man. My thanks go to the Reverend David Hegg, rector, the Reverend Marisa Herrera, assistant to the rector, and the Reverend Dr. Charles Rice, priest associate, as well as to the Morris Convocation and its president, the Reverend Phillip Wilson, who cosponsored that event.

					There were also the New Dimensions lectures in the fall of 1992, where the themes of this book were once again pursued with an audience of clergy and laypeople. Those lectures were held at St. Peter's Church, Essex Fells, New Jersey, and I wish to thank especially the Reverend Gordon Tremaine, rector, and his congregation, for hosting that event. Next there were the Diocesan Lenten lectures of 1993, where I pressed this story further. They were held at St. Paul's Church, Englewood, New Jersey, where the Reverend Kenneth Near is rector, and they were cosponsored by the churches of the East Bergen Convocation, whose president was the Reverend Richard Demarest. Finally, I completed my first public journey through the content of this book in the fall of 1993, in the New Dimension lectures held at Christ Church in Ridgewood, New Jersey. Once again, to the Reverend Margaret Gunness, rector, and the Reverend Mark Lewis, assistant rector, I express my gratitude.

					Beyond these specific events, the Diocese of Newark has always encouraged my vocation as a scholar-bishop dedicated to a teaching ministry. They did this not only with their support and attendance but also by inviting me countless times to add an adult forum hour to my confirmation visitations to our some 130 churches. Furthermore this diocese created for me a sabbatical program that enabled me to take a month each year from 1988 to 1991 to be in residence at an academic center for reading and study. In those four years I spent a month each at Union Theological Seminary in New York City; at Yale Divinity School in New Haven, Connecticut; at Harvard Divinity School in Cambridge, Massachusetts; and at Magdalen College at Oxford University in the United Kingdom. In 1992 the diocese gave me a three-month sabbatical, and Emmanuel College of Cambridge University elected me a Quatercentenary Research Fellow, thus opening to me the time and the resources to write this book. I am particularly grateful to the master at Emmanuel College, Lord St. John of Fawsley; to the lecturer in theology and religious studies at Emmanuel, the Reverend Don Cupitt; to the dean of Emmanuel College, the Reverend Brendon Clover; and to the assistant librarian at the Theological Library in Cambridge, Dr. Peta Dunstan. It was a rich experience for me to take advantage of three wonderful libraries, to have my own study suite, expert counsel as I perused various subjects, and the stimulation of daily meals with the faculty and vigorous interaction with students at the graduate and undergraduate levels. Cambridge University in general and Emmanuel College in particular will forever be among my life's happiest memories.

					The person to whom this book is dedicated has been the unsung hero of my writing career for a decade. I could never have been an effective author without her. She has worked with me now on six books and three major revisions of books. She combines patience with competence, sweetness with toughness, dedication with grace. I count it a privilege to know her, to trust her, to love her, and to admire her. Nothing gives me more pleasure than to dedicate this volume to Wanda Hollenbeck. Everyone in the Diocese of Newark is aware of the contribution she has made to our corporate life.

					Other members of our staff who greatly enrich my life are my partner in the episcopacy, the Right Reverend Jack M. McKelvey; our chief financial officer and director of our housing programs, John Zinn; our chief administrative officer, Michael Francaviglia; our communications, program, and personnel officer, Karen Lindley; and the dean of our Cathedral, the Very Reverend Petero Sabune. Working with this wonderful combination of decisive and talented people has always been an expanding experience for me both personally and professionally.

					Other people who work in our diocesan office are Cecil Broner, Rupert Cole, Gail Deckenbach, Sulmarie Duncan, Margaret Gat, Gloria Gerrman, Jeffrey Kittross, Robert Lanterman, Carla Lerman, Barbara Lescota, Patricia McGuire, Bradley Moor, the Reverend David Norgard, Eric Nefstead, William Quinlan, Joyce Riley, Lucy Sprague, Elizabeth Stone, and Teresa Wilder. I salute each of them with both my appreciation and my admiration.

					Most important and above all, I thank my wife, Christine, who graces my life with so much love that I am constantly being recreated by it. Words cannot adequately convey the depth of my love for her. Suffice it to say that to be married to Christine is the culminating joy of my whole life.

					Finally, my special thanks go to the members of our family: to our daughters and sons, Ellen Spong and Gus Epps, Katharine Spong and Jack Catlett, Jaquelin Spong and Todd Hylton, Brian Barney and Rachel Barney; to our grandchildren Shelby Catlett, Jay Catlett, and John Lanier Hylton; to the menagerie of granddogs Flosshilde, Repo, Headstrong Samson, and Axel Rodriguez Beasley; and to our grandcats Nina, Annie, and Big Boy, who invigorate the lives of each of us.

					I have been sustained by this wonderful family during the ups and downs of my life with a particular kind of gentle strength. I have loved every rolehusband, father, grandfather, stepfather, and pet trainer. Only in the last of these roles do I confess total failure, for let it be noted for the records of history that my granddog Repo (short for Repurchase) not only flunked out of dog obedience school but was actually expelled as a hopeless case.

					I also acknowledge with special joy my eighty-seven-year-old mother, Doolie Boyce Griffith Spong, of Charlotte, North Carolina; my mother-in-law, Ina Chase Bridger, of Worthing, Sussex, England; my brother, Will Spong, and his wife, Nancy, of Austin, Texas; my brother-in-law, Bill Bridger, and his wife, Doris, of Finham, near Coventry, England; and my sister, Betty Spong Marshall, of Charlotte. The greatest gift of grace, I believe, comes in the sustaining love of one's primary family. I have lived as the recipient of such grace.
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Approaching the
Resurrection

  





			
			
				
					Chapter 1
				

				The Method Called
Midrash

			

	        
				When I was doing my theological training in the 1950s, the word midrash was not heard with any frequency. If employed at all, it referred to a running commentary on the Hebrew Scriptures done by the rabbis throughout history. This commentary was voluminous, and the manuscripts that contained it would fill libraries. Commentaries by the rabbis thought to be the greatest would be particularly noteworthy, we were told, and would be studied in more detail and referred to more frequently by contemporary Jewish teachers in a continuing effort to illumine their sacred sources. Midrash was not presented as a method by which the Bible was written and not, hence, as a method by which the Bible was to be understood. So it was that midrash was deemed not terribly important to the study of the Christian Scriptures.

				I am amazed today at this blindness in those who taught me Scripture. I no longer accept the proposition that anyone can understand the Bible, and most especially the New Testament, without understanding the method of midrash.

						
				HAS CHRISTIAN SCHOLARSHIP BEEN ROOTED IN ANTI-SEMITISM?
			

			When I begin to explore why Christian scholars failed to see the midrash method of the Jewish tradition as the very style in which the Gospels were written, I run headfirst into both the official and the unofficial anti-Semitism that has engulfed the church from the latter years of the first century of the Christian era until this very moment. This anti-Semitism reached its crescendo in the middle of the twentieth century in the Holocaust in Germany, but it found a significant expression in this same period of history in the United States and Great Britain, the leading nations of this so-called Christian West.

			These three major Western political powers, Germany, the United States, and Great Britain, were centers of the most important and influential Christian scholarship. These three nations produced the vast majority of the world's theologians and the experts in biblical studies. Unconscious of its Western anti-Semitism, however, Christian scholarship developed with little openness to the primary midrashic outlines of the Christian story or to the basic midrashic content of the Christian Gospels. The original Jewish roots of the Christian tradition were simply not acknowledged. Seldom was it said with any sense of pride that every writer in the New Testament, with the possible exception of Luke, was Jewish. Seldom was the context of the Jewish world or the thinking processes of the Jewish mind given more than a cursory tip of the hat when scholars sought to explicate Christian texts.

			When scholars pored over the Christian Scriptures, the language they worked with was Greek, not Hebrew. When they studied the biblical roots of Christian theology, they inevitably looked through the lens of Greek philosophy, which had shaped Christianity's creeds, and primarily through that lens did they begin to illumine the New Testament. Even when they read the Old Testament they almost always used a Greek translation rather than the Hebrew original.

			Of course they could not ignore the New Testament's references to Jewish prophecy, thought to be fulfilled in the story of the Jesus of history. But, beginning at least with Polycarp and Justin Martyr in the second century, the typical Christian understanding of this tradition was that the Jewish prophets had simply predicted concrete events in the life of the messiah who was to come, and Jesus had fulfilled these predictions in an almost literal way as a sign of his divine origin. The Jews, a term spoken with undertones of derision in Christian circles, had failed, so the argument went, to understand their own messiah, and God had consequently created a new Israel, called the Christian church, to take the place of the old Israel, which had been composed only of Jews.

			The people of the first covenant, it was asserted, were given their chance, and they had failed. The promise now was to be given to the people of the second covenant. By naming the parts of the Bible the Old Testament and the New Testament, Christians incorporated this prejudice into the very title of the sacred Scriptures. The Bible of the Jews was the Old Testament, now replaced by the Bible of the Christians, which was the New Testament. The twelve tribes of Israel were superseded by the twelve apostles. Jesus had fulfilled all the law and the prophets, and this validated his messianic claim. It was a neat and complete system, and in the triumphal confidence of these conclusions, Christianity began its life as the unchallenged dominant religion of the Western world.

			Christianity's rationale for its overt anti-Semitism was to blame the Jews themselves as the causeeven for Christian hostility. It was a classic example of blaming the victim. The Jews had, after all, rejected the Christ. What could a people expect from God (in whose name Christians assumed that they both spoke and acted) when they had rejected God's own Son and their own messiah? The Jews were quoted in the Gospel narratives as even willingly accepting this blame: His [Jesus'] blood be upon us and upon our children (Matt. 27:25). These words were destined to echo through the centuries as justification for one wretched deed after another.

			In spite of eyes blinded by prejudice, the close connection between Jesus and the Hebrew Scriptures could not be limited only to those texts that obviously referred to the fulfillment in Jesus of prophetic expectations. There were other Gospel stories whose parallels in Hebrew Scripture were too conspicuous to be overlooked. The story of King Herod trying to remove God's promised deliverer by killing all the Jewish male babies in Bethlehem simply had too many echoes of the pharaoh ordering the death of all the Jewish male babies in Egypt in his attempt not only to rid his realm of his Jewish problem but also to destroy in his infancy God's divinely promised deliverer, Moses.

			There was also a connection, too deep in Scripture to be denied, between the Last Supper and the Jewish Passover. Gentile Christians, not fully understanding Jewish worship traditions, blended Passover with Yom Kippur and identified Jesus with both the Paschal Lamb and the sacrificial lamb of the Day of Atonement. Once this was accomplished, both Passover and Yom Kippur could and did disappear from Christian consciousness, and the Eucharist developed its own gentile theological meaning. The only conclusion that was consistent was that as Christians had replaced Jews as God's people, so the Eucharist had replaced Passover as the central liturgy of the people of God, while Yom Kippur, for all practical purposes, was abandoned. It might be argued that the themes of Yom Kippur reemerged later as the themes of the Christian season of Lent, but any Jewish origin would have been stoutly denied.

			When Christians read Luke's story of Pentecost in the Book of Acts, it occurs to very few of us that Pentecost was in fact a Jewish festival called Shabu'ot (or Shavu'ot), which Luke used (mistakenly, I believe) as the context in which to tell the story of the moment when the Christian movement broke out publicly in the holy city of Jerusalem. Luke's account of Pentecost was simply lifted out of its Jewish context, and few recognized that the symbol of fire had a long Jewish historyfrom the pillar of fire in the wilderness to the fire associated with the prophet Elijahor that the mighty rushing wind that indicated the presence of the Spirit came out of the desert people's concept of a God who was Spirit and out of their understanding of the wind as the breath (Hebrew ruach) of God. The disappearance of language barriers in Luke's Pentecost narrative did get connected with that ancient story of the tower of Babel, where God was said to have confused the languages of the people to prevent the completion of the tower to heaven (Gen. 11:1ff).

			
        It was primarily the preachers of the day who made these connections. These biblical stories constituted basic, easy-to-remember contrasts. However, these stories were generally interpreted as simply the fulfillment of expectations that had been expressed in the Old Testament. This interpretation served to demonstrate anew the superiority of the new covenant to the old covenant. Little did these early Christian expositors know that they were discovering the method of midrash in the Scriptures of Christian people, all of which were written by Jewish people, with but the one possible exception of Luke, who, though he might have been a Gentile, was also a devotee of synagogue worship and was thereby heavily influenced by Jewish thinking.

			
				CENTURIES OF SIMPLISTIC ANSWERS TO LOGICAL QUESTIONS
			

			The church invested the Christian Scriptures with such literal authority that centuries would pass before some questions were even allowed to be raised. To these questions the most simplistic answers were immediately offered to calm the questioners' anxiety. Were the details of the birth stories historically accurate? Since none of the authors of the Gospels had been in Bethlehem at the time of Jesus' birth, the details of that event had to have been supplied to the Gospel writers by the parents of Jesus, it was said. Indeed Luke was thought to have been given some special access to Mary so that he would know of such details as mangers and swaddling cloths, and that she kept all these things, pondering them in her heart (Luke 2:19). Matthew must have had some access to Joseph, it was suggested, for how else would he have known the content of Joseph's dreams? Such simple answers sufficed in an uncritical era.

			Since the events of the episode that we call the temptation in the wilderness happened while Jesus was alone, according to the texts (Matthew 4, Luke 4), it was assumed that Jesus himself told someone about these things so that they could be recorded with accuracy. Similarly the content of Jesus' prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane, which he uttered after leaving Peter, James, and John and going a stone's throw away (Luke 22:41), was something that Jesus himself must have told the disciples. It was a bit more difficult in this latter episode to determine just when this transmission of the content of Jesus' prayer took place, since upon Jesus' return he found his disciples asleep and he was immediately thereafter betrayed, arrested, tried, convicted, and crucified. It was suggested without embarrassment in that believing and literal world that perhaps the risen Christ was the source of these details.

			In a similar manner the Gospels tell us that all of the disciples forsook Jesus and fled when he was arrested, yet we are given in the accounts of the crucifixion intimate details as to what Jesus said, what the crowd said, what the penitent thief said, what the nonpenitent thief said, and what the centurion said. Who recorded all of that conversation? Who transmitted it? We are also told what the soldiers did, what Pilate did, what Herod did, and what Simon of Cyrene did. Did any of these people give transcripts to the Gospel writers?

			For most of Christian history no one raised questions about the authenticity of these accounts. Hence no one entertained the possibility that they were quite obviously and simply the products of the Jewish tradition called midrash.

			
				THE LOSS OF MIDRASH TO LITERALISM
			

			What is midrash? It is both a collection of the interpretations of sacred Scripture and a method for the continued expansion of the sacred Scripture. It comes in three forms: Halakah, Haggadah, and Pesiqta. Halakah is an interpretation of the lawthe sacred Torah. Haggadah is the interpretation of a story or an event by relating it to another story or event in sacred history. Pesiqta is a whole sermon or an exhortation written midrashically to capture themes of the past to enable them to be perceived as operative in the present. The sermons of Peter and Paul in the Book of Acts, as well as the long speech of Stephen, are examples in the New Testament of Pesiqta.

			Midrash is the Jewish way of saying that everything to be venerated in the present must somehow be connected with a sacred moment in the past. It is the ability to rework an ancient theme in a new context. It is the affirmation of a timeless truth found in the faith journey of a people so that this truth can be experienced afresh in every generation. It is the recognition that the truth of God is not bound within the limits of time but that its eternal echoes can be and are heard anew in every generation. It is the means whereby the experience of the present can be affirmed and asserted as true inside the symbols of yesterday.

			Midrash occurred again and again in the Hebrew sacred Scriptures as they were compiled over the centuries. Indeed the authority to bring the present into the sacred story was actually claimed by adopting the midrash tradition. The power of God working through Moses was seen in the parting of the waters to allow the Hebrew people to walk into God's promised future beyond the Red Sea. But Moses died, and God's people needed to validate God's continuing presence in Moses' successor, Joshua. That validation was established by retelling the parting of the waters story in the saga of Joshua. This time it was the waters of the Jordan River rather than the Red Sea, but the affirmation of the parting of the waters was equally real. God was still at work among God's people in the time of Joshua, still calling them into God's promised future. The midrash tradition continued when Elijah was also said to have parted the waters of the Jordan River when he exercised his authority as the leader of God's people (2 Kings 2:7, 8). When Elijah died, the story was repeated in the cycle of stories about Elisha (2 Kings 2:14). The ability to part the waters told the Jewish people that Israel's history was one continuous story.

			This same midrash tradition sought to tell the story of Jesus, who was believed by his followers to have both fulfilled and expanded the symbols of the Jewish tradition. The Gospel writers had Jesus begin his public career by walking into the waters of the Jordan River and parting, not the waters, but the heavens themselves so that the Spirit of God, which was linked with heaven and water in both Jewish mythology (Gen. 1:7) and in the Gospel tradition (John 7:39), could visibly descend, rest on, and validate Jesus as the new expression of God in the ongoing story of God's people.

			The question to ask of this midrash tradition is not, Did it really happen? That is a Western question tied to a Western mind-set that seeks by sensory perception to measure and describe those things defined as objectively real. That Western question sets up a yes-or-no answer, for it either happened or it did not; it was either real or it was not. In the premodern period of Western history it was maintained with great authority that the details of this event of Jesus' baptism were actual, historical details. The heavens in that time of human history were thought to be but a dome over the earth, separating God from the life of the world. God was intensely interested in this earth, however, and from the divine residence would intervene with some frequency in human affairs. Since Jesus was God's Son, a literal validating action that linked heaven and earth was not only comprehensible but also quite normal and expected. No one asked how the sky, which turned out to be not a blue canopy stretched across the heavens but a permeable atmosphere of various chemical components through which someday human beings would fly and ultimately even escape as they journeyed into space, could be split or opened to allow God's Spirit to descend like a dove and light on the newly baptized Jesus. Similarly no one asked what language the heavenly voice used when God pronounced Jesus to be God's Son.

			When Copernicus and Galileo managed to recast the shape of the world so that the literal details of this story began to be questioned, the church, which had lost touch with the midrash tradition and had claimed too much by literalizing everything in the first place, fought a slow but inevitable rear-guard retreat. First it drew back from objectivity, then from subjectivity, and finally from reality. This stance resulted in the creation of a new category called symbolic truth, or mythological truth, which meant very little in a world that knew only the objectively real or the unreal. This category therefore had very little power to persuade modern people of anything. The Western mind had already separated the dominant religion of the Western world from the tradition that gave birth to this religion. The only options were to see something as literally true or as an untrue fantasy. Many people still seem to live as if there are no other choices.

			In today's world evangelical and fundamentalist elements of the Christian church, Catholic and Protestant, cling to the fading possibility of a literal truth being present in the details of their faith  story. Sometimes they cling with the intensity of fanaticism while the unbelieving world of postmodern men and women dismisses most of the content of organized religion as sheer nonsense. The liberal religious establishment, having seen the turf it tried to defend shrink to nonexistence, is barely audible when it seeks to speak about the reality of God or the power of Christ. That is the inevitable result of asking the wrong questions of a tradition that employs midrash to tell its story.

			The proper question of the midrash tradition is, What was the experience that led, or even compelled, the compilers of sacred tradition to include this moment, this life, or this event inside the interpretive framework of their sacred past? What was there about Jesus of Nazareth that required the meaning of his life to be interpreted through the stories of Abraham and Isaac, Moses and Passover, Exodus and wilderness, Sinai and promised land, Hannah and Samuel, David and Solomon, Elijah and Elisha, the servant figure and the Son of man, Pentecost and Tabernacles, and a thousand other choices that served to incorporate the life of Jesus into the meaning of God known in the history of the Jewish people? That is the midrash question of which we were ignorant for so long, the question that could not be asked in any substantive way until we developed Jewish eyes and Jewish minds with which to read and understand our own holy gospel.

			
				FROM HIGHER CRITICISM BACK TO MIDRASH
			

			Before turning to that option, however, we had to experience our literal understanding of the Bible as no longer trustworthy. In the reverberations of the knowledge explosion that began with Copernicus and continued through Galileo, Newton, Darwin, Freud, and Einstein, among others, the literal Bible disintegrated. When a literal view of Scripture became no longer tenable, the Bible itself came to be looked at and studied in a new way, albeit still not in a Jewish way.

			The task was first to find the concrete, historical realities that underlay the biblical story. This pursuit of truth was called biblical higher criticism. Born first in Germany in the nineteenth century, it produced the liberal Protestant alternative to literalism that was to mark mainline churches as both advocates of this position and reactors against this position, into our very day. It was to prove not a lasting or satisfying alternative, however, and has generally passed out of existence in the common mind as the contemporary church declines into secularity. It is preserved in the particular enclave of academic Christian scholarship and is thought to be too unfruitful to share with the average pew-sitter, for it raises more questions than the church can adequately answer. So the leaders of the church would protect the simple believers from concepts they were not trained to understand. In this way that ever-widening gap between academic Christians and the average pew-sitter made its first appearance.

			Clergy were introduced in their theological training to this new way of reading and understanding the Bible, to these new theories about how the Bible came to be written, and to new ways of interpreting the tales of the supernatural; but they were encouraged not to use this new knowledge when speaking from the pulpit to their congregations. Far better, they were told, simply to keep on telling the old, old story with only an occasional slightly modern accent.

			As this gap widened, however, it spawned tensions within church structures between those who were called liberals and those who were called conservatives. In the Roman Catholic tradition, Pope John XXIII, who occupied the See of Peter from 1958 to 1963, opened that venerable institution to the modern winds of change. Those gales proved so powerful, however, that every pope since has sought to repress the modern spirit in the name of the unchanging and infallible truth of God mediated through God's divine instrument, the Catholic Church. Creative Roman Catholic scholars, like Teilhard de Chardin, Hans Kng, Charles Curran, Edward Schillebeeckx, Matthew Fox, Leonardo Boff, Rosemary Ruether, Elisabeth Schssler-Fiorenza, Joseph Fitzmyer, Raymond Brown, and David Tracy, just to name some, found themselves removed, silenced, harassed, or compromised in some way. This treatment was based on the gap between the conclusions of their research and the authoritative statements of their faith system.

			Protestant Christianity was no better served by this new scholarship. This community of faith soon split into mainline churches and evangelical or fundamentalist churches. The message of the mainline churches came to stand for less and less theologically because the ground disappeared from under it. The evangelical or fundamentalist churches refused even to raise the modern questions, choosing rather defiantly to affirm the literal conclusions to which they were driven by their presuppositions. In time they came to view the modern world and knowledge itself as their enemy. The literalists threw themselves into this struggle to save their rigid version of God's truth with the passion of soldiers at the Battle of Armageddon.

			A generation of people perceptive enough to fear that if they listened to competent research they might find themselves faithless, first gave to these reactionary elements, in both its Catholic and Protestant forms, a momentary boost in statistics of all sorts. The messageless liberal traditions, meanwhile, experienced a steady decline. But this trend was not to last, for one can artificially resuscitate the dead corpse of yesterday's religious conclusions only so many times. Eventually they will not hold air. That is the moment in which either a new starting place is found or the final chapter in the history of a long, but now exhausted, faith story is written.

			Inspired by John A. T. Robinson, an Anglican bishop and Cambridge New Testament scholar, whose 1963 book Honest to God, had launched a theological revolution, I began my first tentative ventures into seeking that new starting point where the integrity of my religious affirmations could remain intact. I did not know at the time that someday I also would stand in the office of bishop, as one of John Robinson's spiritual heirs, to give this movement a mighty shove into the twenty-first century.

			Knowing so little about midrash that I never used the word, I nevertheless began to explore my faith story by looking at the Jewish tradition that had given it birth. My first major book, This Hebrew Lord, first published in 1974, was the result of my intuitive feeling that only in this context was the meaning of Christianity going to unfold for me in a new way. I explored the images of Elijah, Moses, and the suffering servant, which played such important roles in the way Jesus was understood in the Gospels. My book touched something deep in me and apparently in those who read it. It was not that the book became a major best-seller so much as that it refused to die. Year after year it sold about a thousand copies, enough to keep it on the backlist. Very few religious books have a published life of twenty years. I revised that book in 1986 and again in 1992. But more important, I worked off it in new directions.

			What was the relationship, I wondered, of the Books of Chronicles to the Books of Kings in the Hebrew Scriptures? They both covered much the same history and material, but they did it with very different and sometimes contradictory detail. The possibility that Chronicles was an example of Jewish midrash on the Book of Kings had not yet dawned in me.

			I began to see midrash in the Gospels without quite realizing what it was. Was Jesus' feeding of the five thousand in the wilderness related to the story of God's providing bread for Israel through Moses while they wandered in the wilderness? Was the story of Jesus' ascension but the retelling of the story of Elijah's ascension? Was the story of Jesus' raising of the widow's son at Nain related to Elijah's raising of the widow's son in the Book of Kings (1 Kings 17:17ff)? Did Jesus preach the Sermon on the Mount, or was it an attempt to portray Jesus as the new Moses? After all, much of what constitutes Matthew's Sermon on the Mount is in Luke taught by Jesus on the plains of Galilee.

			Then my attention was captured by the crucial question of the historical reality of those narratives that surround Jesus' entry into and departure from human life. What was the level of history that could be located in these Gospel narratives? As I first studied the birth narratives, it was clear that no major scholar of any persuasion took them literally. I read with wide-eyed fascination works by Raymond Brown, Joseph Fitzmyer, and Hermann Hendrickx, Roman Catholics all. The birth narratives consumed me, and far from this study destroying their meaning, the Christmas stories grew in power and significance for me. I still, however, did not have the vocabulary of midrash to open the final door into my study of the New Testament.

			The word was finally supplied to me by Jeffrey John, New Testament scholar and dean at Magdalen College, Oxford. He simply said, The birth narratives are quite obviously Haggadic midrash.
					1
				 Haggadic midrash indeed! The door opened, and for me the birth narratives would never be the same. And ultimately neither would the Bible. I was now ready to enter fully the mind of those wonderful Jewish people who would provide me with a new starting place in my study of the Gospelsa starting place that had long been obscured by Christian prejudice.

			Midrash is described in The Jewish Encyclopedia as the attempt to penetrate into the spirit of the text, to examine the text from all sides, to derive interpretations not immediately obvious, to illumine the future by appealing to the past.
					2
				 With this wondrous new tool I began to see that the location of Jesus' birth in Bethlehem was shaped not by a fact of history but by an expectation, planted in the Jewish tradition by the prophet Micah, of a Davidic savior who was to hail from Bethlehem, like King David of old. The wise men came out of the sixtieth chapter of Isaiah, where kings were said to come to the brightness of God's rising. They came on camels and brought gold and frankincense. This developing narrative was then combined with elements from the visit of the queen of Sheba, who brought spices (myrrh?) to honor the king of the Jews (Solomon) (1 Kings 10:1-13), and the story of Balaam, a seer from the East who saw the star of David rise and came to bless the king of the Jews (Numbers 22-24). The guiding star had appeared earlier in the midrashic tradition in the stories of the birth of Abraham, Isaac, and even of Moses. The song of Mary was patterned on the song of Hannah. The story of Zechariah and Elizabeth, childless in their old age, was a retelling of the story of Abraham and Sarah, childless in their old age. The vision of Zechariah in the temple speaking with Gabriel was a retelling of the story of Daniel in the temple speaking with Gabriel.

			Jesus' flight to Egypt was a reliving of Israel's history. Jesus' father, Joseph, was created out of the whole cloth of the ancient patriarch to whom God also spoke in dreams, and who also served God's promise by fleeing to Egypt. Luke's shepherds came out of Bethlehem, home of the shepherd king, David, and the tower-of-the-flocks story in Micah 2-5. The story of the young Jesus in the temple was patterned after Samuel and his experience in the temple.

			Haggadic midrash! You do not ask of midrash, Did it happen? You ask, What was there about Jesus that caused him to be incorporated into the midrash tradition?
					3
				
			

			
        Jeffrey John also introduced me to the work of Michael Goulder, who expanded my vision of midrash beyond the birth narratives and into the Gospels as a whole. Goulder presented Matthew to me as a midrashic expansion of Mark.
					4
				 Then Goulder argued that Luke was but a midrashic reworking of both Mark and Matthew in a new context.
					5
				 Sometime later Walter Righter, my colleague in the episcopacy, introduced me to the work of Dale Miller, an isolated, entrepreneurial religion professor at Drake, a midwestern American university, who had developed midrash in some fascinating and sometimes, I believe, overly enthusiastic ways. Nonetheless, his work had the effect of breaking open some biblical texts in startling directions for me.
					6
				
			

			With this newfound tool and toy, I went back to the great commentaries that had so enriched my life in years past and reread them in the light of my understanding of midrash. Names like Westcott, Hort, Lightfoot, Hoskins, Dodd, Brown, Nineham, Childs, Fuller, Albright, and even Bultmann shone with a new luster.

			For me midrash was a way in which transcendent human experiences could be processed and incorporated in an ever-developing faith story that knew no closed chapters and claimed no frozen infallibility. It was a way to think mythologically about dimensions of reality for which the language of time and space were simply not appropriate. It was an attempt to gather rational words and concepts around those moments when eternity broke into the consciousness of men and women living in time. The appropriate language for talking about the meaning of Jesus was the language of midrash, because that was the language of the living Jewish sacred tradition. In this way I came to believe that in order to enter the meaning of the Gospels one had to enter the tradition of midrash.

			Because the center of the Jewish world, Jerusalem, was destroyed in 70 C.E. by the Roman army, the Christian story born in that Jewish context soon thereafter began to float exclusively in a gentile sea. Before the end of the first century all the Gospels had been written, each deeply shaped by the midrash tradition. But beginning in the second century, these Gospels were interpreted almost exclusively by non-Jewish people who knew nothing of midrash. Early on, one gentile Christian leader, Marcion, even tried to cut the Hebrew Scriptures out of the Christian Bible entirely. Officially the church resisted this idea, but unofficially it adopted a Marcionite attitude that relegated the first covenant to a place of near-obscurity. Certainly that was not the literature to which one was taught to turn to illumine the Christian story, unless the Old Testament was seen to predict that which was realized in the New Testament.

			So it was that Christianity entered its gentile exile, denied its Jewish roots, ignored its Jewish womb, and, in the process, distorted its own deepest insights. In time this resulted in extravagant literal claims for the historicity of what were in fact midrashic retellings of ancient themes in new moments of history. When the explosion of scientific knowledge in the sixteenth century began its relentless march to our day, it left in its path the debris of a literalized religious system. In rapid succession the literalness of the story of creation, the supernatural context of most of the biblical drama and the words of miracle and magic disintegrated. The religious arena was left with the sterile choice of trying to maintain credibility inside a literalizing tradition or giving up all belief in any religious system that assumes a sense of transcendence.

			The last stages of the liberal fight to defend the Bible's honor were desperate. First the miraculous elements of the Old Testament were questioned. Then even some of the moral elements of that part of our heritage were challenged. Already gone were the dietary laws, polygamous marriages, and such cultic practices as circumcision and Sabbath Day observance. Next questioned was the appropriateness of an intervening deity who could rejoice in the drowning of those Egyptians unable to escape the returning waters of the Red Sea. When this same God was portrayed as stopping the sun in the sky to allow more daylight for Joshua to continue to annihilate the Amorites (Josh. 10:12ff), that God was seen to be not just unbelievable but actually immoral.

			Then slowly and with fear the challenge began to turn to the New Testament. First the miraculous elements of the Gospels were interpreted in terms of natural phenomena that occurred with divinely inspired coincidence. Thus the generosity of the lad who gave up his lunch of five loaves and two fish to feed the hungry crowd inspired the others to bring out their hidden food supplies, and that's how the five thousand were actually fed. It was a feeble attempt to make believable once again what had become unbelievable. The story of Jesus walking on water was said to be a misunderstanding of the Greek preposition, which could mean on or alongside of. The psychological power of Jesus that could give courage to the psychologically crippled was said to be the means by which New Testament healing events were achieved. So it went, until there was not much supernatural substance left to the faith story of Christians. New knowledge drove people to liberal solutions that finally were so flat that they satisfied no one. In turn this approach also sparked the reactions of a threatened and militant evangelical fundamentalism, which decided to assert its version of truth by screaming it defiantly into the ears of the modern world in churches, over radio, and on television. Their message was sent much in the style of the old country preacher who marked on the edge of his sermon notes, Argument weak; yell like hell!

			When critical scholarship began to suggest that the birth narratives of Jesus could not be understood literally, conservative religious circles became anxious and angry. Many believers considered the birth stories the great line of defense against the erosion of the divinity of Jesus. But how long could the educated folk of the twentieth century continue to be literal about such things as a conception that occurred for a couple when both were well beyond menopause, the visit of the angel Gabriel, a pregnancy without a male agent, an angelic choir that sang in the sky, a star that roamed through the heavens, shepherds that had no trouble finding a baby in a city crowded with people called to a special census, and a king named Herod who would rely on three men he had never met before to bring him an intelligence report about a pretender to his throne who was said to have been born just six miles away? If the divinity of Jesus was attached to the literal details of the birth tradition, then it was a doomed concept. When the birth narratives were separated from literalism, however, the divinity of Christ did not die; indeed it was enhanced.

			Similarly, when the attention of biblical scholarship was turned to the narratives of Jesus' resurrection, the anxiety of believers intensified a hundredfold. If there was no literal resurrection, then, it was feared, the whole faith system called Christianity would collapse. As one prelate observed when this battle broke into the British media in the early 1990s, the resurrection is so central to the Christian faith that without it there is no Christianity.
					7
				 But the real question of what constituted the resurrection was left unanswered.

			Does Christianity depend on a grave that was empty, on a body that has been resuscitated, on angels that descend in earthquakes and roll massive stones away from the mouth of a tomb, or on a figure who can disappear into thin air after the breaking of bread? Does it not bother the literal believer that the details in the Gospels are as contradictory about what happened after Jesus' death as they are about what happened at the time of his birth? Is this not the last frontier? Since the liberals have, by and large, vacated the arena by rejecting the miraculous elements and thus reducing Easter to a pale subjectivity, the only battle to be waged is between hysterical literalism confronting an unbelieving modern mentality that says miracles cannot and do not happen. In that battle literalism will vanish, but the winning reality will be an enormous emptiness, a vacuum at the heart of human life. Surely there must be a better alternative.

			I believe that there can be a new scenario for a Christian future. It requires neither a literal victory nor a liberal revival. It cannot begin, however, with a literal biblical text that describes either the birth of the transcendent reality found in Jesus of Nazareth or in the rebirth of that transcendent reality in the moment called resurrection. I recognize the presence of midrash not only in the birth narratives but now more especially in the resurrection narratives.

			Beyond that I have finally begun to see the midrashic element of timelessness in the entire corpus of the canonical Gospels. When transcendence is experienced in history, time is frequently the casualty. Because something dramatic occurred in the life of Jesus when he went up to Jerusalem on one occasion, every time we read in the Bible about another journey to Jerusalem we are being given another dimension of that same revelatory moment. Time collapses and every journey in Scripture reflects the memory of that defining revelatory journey. In that way the Bible is not a chronology. It is layer after layer of timelessness. Every reference to Jesus going up to Jerusalem, every mention of three days, every place where bread is taken, blessed, broken, and given, every account of the rebuilding of the templethese are but midrashic traditions that seek to communicate the meaning of Easter. Affirmations of Jesus, reached after a generation of processing the experience of Jesus, also are read back into history to be Jesus' very words. Surely Jesus never called himself the bread of life or the source of living water, but when people came to know the transcendent meaning of his life as that which fed their deepest human hunger and satisfied their deepest thirst for God, it became appropriate for believers to place these words upon the lips of Jesus himself. There is a timelessness about the midrashic approach to the Bible. The approach to truth through midrash thus became my doorway into this study of the moment of Easter.

			Midrash means that when one enters the Scriptures, one must abandon linear time. This also means one must abandon literal certainty in favor of a living, open-ended faith tradition, where God is seen as past, present, and future, all at once as if the three were inseparable. It was Jaroslav Pelikan who helped me see that tradition is the living faith of dead people to which we must add our chapter while we have the gift of life. But traditionalism is the dead faith of living people who fear that if any jot or tittle changes, the whole enterprise will crumble.
					8
				 Traditions, however, always change. That is the meaning of midrash.

			The Gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John are products of the tradition of midrash far more than most Christians have ever imagined. The question we must address to the Gospels is not, Is this detail literally true? Rather we must ask, What happened in that life, or in that moment or detail, that forced the tradition of midrash to embrace and interpret it in that way at that time?

			I would not want to be literal about most of the content of the Gospel tradition that purports to describe the dawn of Easter. But I do not want to deny for a moment the reality that drove those early Christian writers to describe what happened in the way that they did. They employed the language and the style of midrash, for that was the only language and style they had at their disposal to capture the intensity of the realm of God being experienced in the human arena. In some ways midrash was mythology wedded to religious traditions and universal themes. Above all it was language that could not be literalized being employed to process an experience that could not be denied. It was designed to portray a truth that could not be captured in the vocabulary of time and space but that employed this vocabulary in the hope that the meaning would be understood, because there was no other vocabulary at their disposal.

			At its very core the story of Easter has nothing to do with angelic announcements or empty tombs. It has nothing to do with time periods, whether three days, forty days, or fifty days. It has nothing to do with resuscitated bodies that appear and disappear or that finally exit this world in a heavenly ascension. Those are but the human, midrashic vehicles employed to carry the transcendent meaning of Easter by those who must speak of the unspeakable and describe the indescribable because the power of the event was undeniably real.

			I seek now to enter the experience of Easter. I believe that this experience is both real and true but that the details that describe it cannot be literalized. My journey will carry me first deep into the biblical texts, but then ultimately it must carry me beyond those texts into a dimension of timelessness in which a presence I call God ultimately resides. My access to that presence is through a life referred to in history as Jesus of Nazareth but called, by faith and in the language of midrash and mythology, the Christ of God. I believe that this Jesus journeyed through time into timelessness and through finitude into infinity. Beyond that, I believe that those of us who have found our lives inside his life can also make that journey and can know this Christ as our way, our truth, and our life, through whom we too can approach the presence of God, and in that presence we also may know the timelessness of eternity. Yes, I even mean to state that I believe that this life I have in this Christ is beyond the power of death to extinguish or even to diminish.

			I offer those in my world, who are willing, a journey that many of my fearful religious brothers and sisters, hanging so desperately to the last vestige of their literal affirmations, are too afraid to take. Because they are not willing to risk anything, they will be forced to surrender everything. The best way to lose all is to cling with desperation to that which cannot possibly be sustained literally. Literalistic Christians will learn that a God or a faith system that has to be defended daily is finally no god or faith system at all. They will learn that any god who can be killed ought to be killed. Ultimately they will discover that all their claims to represent the historical, traditional, or biblical truth of Christianity cannot stop the advance of knowledge that will render every historic claim for a literal religious system questionable at best, null and void at worst.

			To those who know that this literal system is filled with terminal leaks and who are ready to risk some new possibilities, I open another door. I offer them another point of entry, called by the names of midrash, mythology, and symbol. My witness is that by journeying through this new door, by risking the loss of yesterday's certainties that are already in such decline, my readers might discover, as I have, a path that leads in new and powerful ways to the confession of an ancient faith tradition:

			
							Jesus is Lord!

      
Come Lord Jesus!

      
Death cannot contain him!

      
We have seen the Lord!


		

		I invite my reading audience to lay aside religious security blankets and come with me into this adventure that will, in part, be like a detective story as we explore the midrash tradition that leads us into the heart of Easter.
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