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			Introduction

			I AM IN A NEW YORK CITY TAXI. It is rush hour, and the traffic is at a standstill: even the slightest movement has no chance of taking place. The driver, an African American whom I take to be in his sixties—he has a neatly clipped silvery moustache and is wearing a gray tweed cap—turns on the radio. I hear the voice of a religious broadcaster—the tone itself makes me uneasy—the misapprehended, mislearned overelegance that takes the polish of an older age, a polish that, when well done, inspired confidence, and turns it stentorian. Instead of feeling secure, as I did when I heard the voice of Edward R. Murrow or Walter Cronkite, I am on my guard. I’m going to be sold something, and the product is inferior: a car I don’t want, with a new paint job and shiny grillwork and an engine that will break down on the highway at midnight, leaving me stranded, in danger, and alone. More: there seems to be something slightly sexually perverse in the unctuousness—as if I were about to be kidnapped and will find myself, awake after a drug-induced coma, in involuntary servitude in a brothel in one of the world’s hot, damp, historically failed colonial outposts. The broadcaster is talking about Jesus. “Pick up your book,” he says, “and read the words along with me.”

			Then he begins speaking, or rather, shouting, about how at the end of the world Jesus will come in fire, separating the sheep from the goats. He is literally quoting chapter and verse: Matthew 25:31–33. They happen to be chapters and verses I’m familiar with—the words, that is; I wouldn’t have known the numbers. He moves from quotation to interpretation. The goats are homosexuals, abortionists, divorcées.

			It isn’t call-in radio, but if it were I would say, “Wait a minute, Reverend … that chapter, those verses, don’t say anything about homosexuals, abortionists, and divorcées. Jesus is talking about people who will not feed the hungry. Pick up your book, Reverend, and read.”

			The radio voice bids his listeners farewell, and he blesses them in the name of the Lord. Then I hear another voice, announcing a new program: an interview with a member of something called the Full Gospel Business Men’s Fellowships.

			I hear the words “Full Gospel.” My first response is distaste for the juxtaposition of the words “Gospel” and “Businessmen.” But then it occurs to me, with a clutch of anxiety and shame, that I have never actually read the full Gospel—which is not really one Gospel, but four: four accounts of the life of Jesus written by four different writers, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—that I have almost reached the age of sixty and never had the readerly experience of beginning with the first words of Matthew and continuing through to the Last Words of John.

			Brought up as a Roman Catholic in the 1950s, I did not grow up reading the Bible. We weren’t forbidden Scriptural reading, but it was certainly discouraged: that was something Protestants did. Protestants, who didn’t realize the danger of individual interpretation, the rich safety of ex cathedra pronouncements, worked out by a body of ordained men over centuries of inspired time.

			And so, I didn’t read the Gospels. Rather, I heard the portions of them that were read out from the pulpit each Sunday. This was a singular way of knowing a text: fragmented, chopped up, interpreted before I had a chance really to digest what the words had said. And yet I have always been able to say with certainty that the figure of Jesus and the words of Jesus have been at the center of my ethical and religious imagination. This struck me, suddenly, as very strange indeed.

			I jumped out of the taxi with an urgency and a generosity of tipping that must have astonished, if not alarmed, my driver. I was going to read the Gospel. Or the Gospels. Right then, straight through, and not get up till I was done.

			It was a disturbing and exhilarating enterprise, with the particular disturbance and exhilaration that has always marked my sense that I am being seized by a new subject: a demand that I experience as a deep hunger to write. But what would I write? About what? And to whom? And how?

			One way of going about it would be to write against something, to write aggressively, defensively. I did find the interpretation of the radio broadcaster and the Full Gospel Business Men distressing, threatening, even dangerous. I could imagine myself writing to protect my treasure—my parables, my Beatitudes, my Last Supper, my Crucifixion story—those Gospel passages that had, almost before memory began, in Virginia Woolf’s words, incised themselves in the soft wax at the base of my spine. I have felt threatened, as if I were in danger of being stolen from. Because what is being done in the name of Jesus seems to me a betrayal of everything that I understand the Gospels to be about.

			But the impulse to write in order to correct, humiliate, or punish, while it can focus the mind like the prospect of a hanging, subjects the same mind to a requisite narrowness. Too much remains unregarded. Certainly, I could say that Fundamentalists read the way they did because they were wicked and stupid, willful distorters of Jesus’ teachings. But that did not seem to me the absolutely best approach. While this would provide the thrill of the slammed door, it would also close off light and the sound of voices. How, I wondered, could I begin in a place where both I and the radio preacher could meet?

			The place is the place of reading. But even if we are standing in the same place, the place of reading, we see and hear different things when we lift our eyes and incline our ears. The Fundamentalists have made the text an idol; before them is a golden calf; surrounding me a violent wind, rushing. And in the distance, barely audible, a still small voice.

			I AM VERY USED TO conversations among writers, full of lamentations that our culture is no longer made up primarily of people who think of themselves as readers. But the radio preacher and his audience are the kind of devoted readers that writers like me long for and only dream of. They read, and they reread. They know the text more thoroughly than people like me, who think of ourselves as living for literature, know any text, even the ones to which we devote ourselves, professionally or for plain love. The radio preacher and his audience are the new people of the book.

			When they read the Gospels, they say that they are reading the Gospels. When I read the Gospels, I say that I am reading the Gospels. And yet I find their readings so different from mine, it is difficult for me to believe that we are doing the same thing, that one word, “reading,” is adequate to describe these very different experiences.

			But is this reading intrinsically different from other enterprises called reading? The Gospels are made up of words, written by human beings, a narrative about the life of Jesus. But who is Jesus, this character who is known, most importantly, through words?

			It seemed to me, then, that if I were going to take this project seriously, I would have to question my own reading, and examine its lacunae: I would have to ask myself, do I really know what the Gospels are about, or have I invented a Jesus to fulfill my own wishes? Can I really say what the difference is between Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, as books, in the way that I can describe the difference between a novel by Trollope and a novel by Dickens?

			And if the Gospels are a book, I began to wonder, how is it possible to explain or describe the kind of book they might be? Why are there four Gospels, and four authors, all recounting the story of one person’s life? All creating a character with the same name: Jesus. Why is there not just one Gospel, one version of this life, credited to a single author, or with no author named, like the Book of Judges or the Book of Kings? Or why not a hundred Gospels? Who decided, and how did this canonized text come to be? I had no idea.

			I went to the library to try to find out. It came as something of a relief to me to discover that no one really knows.

			The New Testament scholar Bruce Metzger says, “Nothing is more amazing in the annals of the Christian church than the absence of detailed accounts of so significant a process.”1*

			I learned that the final canonization of the twenty-seven books of the New Testament was not completed until A.D. 367, three centuries after the first Gospel (Mark’s) was written, around the year 65. Matthew’s and Luke’s Gospels are thought to have been composed around 70 or 80; John’s is the latest, probably around the year 90. They were compilations of oral histories set down a full generation or more after the death of Jesus. No one suggests that these words were set down by Jesus himself. As the great New Testament scholar Raymond Brown notes, “Unlike Moses, who by tradition authored the Pentateuch, Jesus did not produce a writing that contained his revelation. He is never recorded as setting down even a word in his lifetime or telling any of his disciples to write. Accordingly, the proclamation of the kingdom of God made present in Jesus did not depend on writing.”2*

			I learned, too, that the editorial decisions that resulted in the Gospels as we know them were the result of the labor of many hands whose work went on for centuries. The decisions were made on grounds of doctrinal orthodoxy; many Gospels, prominent among which are those known as the Gnostic Gospels, were rejected on these grounds. The Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke (called the synoptic Gospels because they contain quite similar material) and that of John were authorized on the grounds that these authors alone were either apostles (Matthew and John) or the companions of apostles (Mark, who supposedly accompanied Peter, and Luke, supposedly a kind of secretary to Paul). One of the most influential editors, Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons, insisted in the year 180 that there were four and only four Gospels because there are four zones of the world, four principal winds, and that the cherubim have four faces.3†

			But all Christians read like editors, holding in our hands a pencil that we do not fear to use whenever we see fit. Perhaps it is more true to say: all Christians are bowdlerizers. When we come to something we cannot or will not accept, we skip over it, hoping to find something we are happy to hold on to in the next chapter, the next verse, the next page, the next Evangelist.

			Perhaps the most famous and audacious bowdlerizer of the New Testament is Thomas Jefferson. He simply took out all the parts of the New Testament he didn’t like and put together his own. As a recreation from the pressures of the presidency, he took a pair of scissors to the editions of the New Testament in the four languages he knew—English, French, Latin, and Greek—reconstituting the Gospels so they would be a force for good. And not just generalized good: he was particular in his intentions. The original title of his compilation was “The Philosophy of Jesus of Nazareth, extracted from the account of his life and doctrines, as given by Matthew, Mark, Luke and John; being an Abridgement of the New Testament for use of the Indians, unembarrassed with matters of faith or fact beyond the level of their comprehensions.”

			He had the enviable certainty of an Enlightenment thinker. He knew what were really the words of Jesus and which were not. How could he tell? Well, it was obvious. He could tell. After all, wasn’t he the author of the words “We hold these truths to be self-evident”? With the same faith, he wrote to John Adams, “We must reduce our volume to the simple Evangelists, select, even from among them, the very words only of Jesus, pairing off the amphiboligisms into which they have been led, by forgetting often, or not understanding, what had fallen from him, by giving their own misconceptions of his dicta, and expressing unintelligibly for others what they had not understood themselves. There will be found remaining the most sublime and benevolent code of morals which has ever been offered to man. I have performed this operation for my own use, by cutting verse by verse out of the printed book, and arranging the matter which is evidently his and which is as easily distinguished as diamonds in a dung hill.”4*

			It would not be difficult for me to explain the difference between Jefferson’s reading and mine: it would be odd if a gap of two hundred fifty years didn’t produce a different set of preferences and priorities. But how can I explain the radical gap between my reading of the Gospels and that of my contemporaries who insist on a reading as different from mine as Jefferson’s was from Irenaeus’? Why don’t I feel compelled by literalism, why can I tolerate contradiction and ambiguity in a way that they cannot? The difference must be explained, in part, by the kind of reading I have learned to do as a writer and reader of literary texts.

			I can only imagine that the impulse to what I call Fundamentalism is motivated by an anxious desire to hold on to words that you imagine cannot and will not change. This anxiety is infinitely understandable. There is certainly, in this world, much to fear. Disease, terrorism, the degradation of the planet. A global economy that no one seems to understand, that seems entirely out of control. An epistemic whirligig that makes old certainties about the continuity of the self and the relationship to the past and to time seem newly up for grabs. For many people, questions about sexual behavior and sexual identity are a cause for terror as real as Al Qaeda. That this brand of terror does not animate most of the people who write the kind of books I write and read is neither here nor there. What is not in doubt is the climate of fear that seeps into the fabric of global consciousness—most particularly for Americans, who are, arguably, the safest, healthiest, most prosperous people in history.

			When I try to understand a flavor of fear I do not share, the impulse that produces traditional hellfire-and-brimstone preaching and even the more contemporary don’t-worry-be-happy versions, I imagine that people who are in its grip feel the way I do when I’m experiencing turbulence on an airplane. At these moments, the fact that many people are not troubled by turbulence is of no moment to me. When I feel the plane bucking, I want reassurance. I don’t really care whether or not the reassurance is based on fact. I want a pilot, whom I can imagine to be blue-eyed, with a silvery crew cut, getting on the microphone and saying, “Don’t worry, everyone, I know what’s causing the turbulence, and I’ll make sure we’re nowhere near it.” Or: “The turbulence is nothing; we’ll have an on-time landing at JFK.”

			When I’m gripping my seat with one hand and clutching the sleeve of a perfect stranger with the other, I don’t want to hear, “Hi, folks, I’m hoping we’ll make a safe landing, I’m quite well trained, and the airplane is a fine machine, but if there’s a computer glitch or a wind shear, there’s nothing I can do.” Imagining what I would feel if I heard these words when I was in turbulence, I speculate that this is what some people experience when they hear someone, whom they think of as a religious authority, saying, “We don’t have the answers for everything. There are some things that cannot be explained. The good suffer, children die grotesquely, earthquakes and tsunamis destroy thousands in a second, the evil prosper, and we cannot tell you why. But we can give you lots of historical and linguistic context.”

			And so, when I decided finally to embark upon this project I imagined myself on a turbulent plane ride, flying in the dark. I have no notion that I am the pilot, rather a combination flight attendant and tour guide. I see myself walking up the aisle, navigating what I am pleased to call the refreshment cart in challenging four-inch stilettos. I am wearing a uniform designed by Givenchy or Yves Saint Laurent, or perhaps the classic blue-gray Pan Am stewardess uniform of my childhood. I am saying, “Look out the window with me. This is what I see … I’d like you to see it with me. Turbulence is the ordinary; turbulence is our lot. I have no idea where we’re landing, or if it will be on time.”

			I am trying for a tone that is personal and self-questioning. I am looking for a Jesus among specific words. Believing, because of my history as a reader and a writer, that he is a character—unique in his impact on the history of the race but nevertheless a character, someone who is known to us primarily through a text. A text that is a narrative. It is for this reason that I am excluding the Epistles attributed to Paul from this study. The Epistles are theology, interpretative, and I, as a writer of narrative, prefer to focus on the way Jesus is made known through narrative. As someone whose actions and gestures are described in words in order that he might be known by a reader. My colleague at Barnard College, Professor Randall Balmer, an expert on Evangelical and fundamentalist religion, has pointed out to me that most Evangelicals and Fundamentalists are much more drawn to Paul and the Old Testament than the Gospels. They prefer the certainty of law and prescription to the fluidity of narrative.

			I imagine objections from those who will tell me that the Gospels are not words written by human beings only, but words written by human beings under divine inspiration. At the same time, I fear the accusation of Scriptural scholars that my reading of the Gospels without understanding historical and linguistic contexts is naïve to the point of irresponsibility. That it is a deliberate and aggressive anti-intellectual stance. I prefer to think that, alongside my deep respect and gratitude for the work of Biblical scholars, I can place the hope that there is room for work like mine next to theirs, if only because most of the people in the world who have read the Bible have not had access to this scholarship. Prominent among the imagined passengers on my turbulent flight is Sky Masterson, the hero of Guys and Dolls, who saves the Salvation Army Mission because he knows the Bible backward and forward—as a result of having spent so many nights in hotel rooms where the Gideons always provided him with reading material. They did not, however, provide him with scholarly commentary.

			And, by necessity, Biblical scholars have avoided tones of strong emotion. But the Evangelicals have jumped into that breach, hurtling toward their own agenda. So I feel free to speak not with the voice of scholarly authority, but with a writer’s voice. I am striving for a tone and diction that neither shouts nor threatens, a diction that neither promises falsely, nor underestimates the power of fear, or supposes that, with right thinking, it can be brought under control. Above all, I have no interest in making a doctrinal point, no desire to convert—a word whose roots are in the Latin word for “turn”—I have no desire that, reading what I have written, anyone will turn to or turn away from anything. I assume that many of the people who read me, like most of my friends and colleagues, a large proportion of the people I love, are not people who have a relationship to Jesus that has anything to do with faith. “Poetry makes nothing happen,” W. H. Auden famously said, and I have always believed that, for the kind of writer I am, any other position is a delusion or a danger.

			•   •   •

			I WOULD VENTURE TO say I have no method, to say nothing of a methodology. I have consulted works of theology, Christology, Scriptural studies… but mostly I have read and reread and reread the Gospels. In five different translations, including the King James, the New Revised Standard, the New English, and the New American Bible. When I focused on various passages, I settled on whatever translation has the most resonance for me in the particular instance. Nothing but an accident of tonality drove my selection process; the reader looking for consistency will, I fear, be disappointed.

			My most singular readings occurred when I used my family Bible. The Douay-Rheims version: an attempt by English Catholics exiled from their native land to create an alternative to the King James. So in looking for passages, I would come across the record of my own birth in my father’s handwriting, my recording of his death as a child trying for her best penmanship, as well as my two marriages, the births of my two children, my mother’s death, my daughter’s marriage. The nature of this book—a text available to anyone who chose to buy it, and yet entirely unique as it contains the handwriting of my beloved dead and marks the important moments of my life—is a perfect metaphor for the particular qualities, the particular problems that face anyone who is trying to write about “Scripture.” When is a book not a book? When it is the Bible. But, if it’s not a book, what is it? Because after all, it’s something to read. And so my method is simply a method of reading and rereading. An attempt at openness, a hope that I will be enlightened, shocked, surprised.

			I want to read the Gospels in a way that relates to these words of Simone Weil: “Our thought should be in relation to all particular and already formulated thoughts, as a man on a mountain who, as he looks forward, sees also below him, without actually looking at them, a great many forests and plains. Above all our thought should be empty, waiting, not seeking anything, but ready to receive in its naked truth the object that is to penetrate it.”5*

			This is an impossible project, and in that it is impossible, I feel drawn to it. To this task of adding my voice—personal, formed importantly by words—to the many voices who have spoken so many words about the words for which people have lived and died and killed and been killed.

		

		
			1* Bruce Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997).

			2* Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (New York: Doubleday, 1997), p. 5.

			3† Harry Gamble, The New Testament Canon (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), p. 314.

			4* Bruce Braden, ed., “Ye Will Say I Am No Christian”: The Thomas Jefferson/John Adams Correspondence on Religion, Morals, and Values (Amherst, N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 2006), pp. 99–100.

			5* Simone Weil, The Simone Weil Reader (New York: David McKay Co., 1977), p. 49.

		

	
		
			I

			These Fragments I Have Shored Against My Ruins

			I AM UNEASY CALLING MYSELF A PERSON OF FAITH, if faith is seen as a synonym for certainty, or even an unwavering trust in what I know. I cannot recognize in myself an essential stability that quickly rights itself after the occasional brief faltering or stumble. Many days, there seems no possibility that there is any kind of reality corresponding to or behind the word “God.” I know that I have often been mistaken, often proven wrong, including and especially about matters that I would once have called “articles of faith,” matters that I once believed I had to believe under pain of damnation, an eternity in a hell I took to be literal and real. I am ready, therefore, at any time to learn that almost everything and anything I know is wrong, or at least in need of radical revision.

			And yet I could never say of myself, “I am not a person of faith,” because I know that I am different from people who do not have a religious imagination. I am drawn to a sense of ultimate meaningfulness, even though I can only apprehend it dimly: a figure in a mist, a shape on the horizon. That shape, that figure, embodies itself in a person, Jesus, whom I came to know through the words of the Gospel.

			The elusiveness of the figure, its essential ungraspableness, leads me to the understanding that the kind of person of faith I am is a person of hopeful faith. Hope is the vector that pulls me toward the irresistible incomprehensible. And yet the ungraspable, the incomprehensible, is nevertheless rooted in profound attachments. I feel this attachment when I am praying in a place with others, possibly radically different from me in race, class, education, background … all of us saying the same words, the same words that people have said for a thousand years.

			My faith, grounded in attachments and fueled by hope, whose symbol is a flaming heart, is mobile, motile, with the mobility and the motility corresponding to the age in which I was born. Yet I am not unrooted. What keeps me from flying off, or apart? Why do I know myself with a particular clarity as a person of faith when I read a best-selling attack on the idea of God, an attack that seems vulgarly ahistorical, intellectually crude? Why do I resist as insufficient the postmodern ironic default setting whose favorite form is parody, and whose preferred task is unmasking? It is clear to me that I prefer the risky question found in Eliot’s The Waste Land: “What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow / out of this stony rubbish? Son of man, / you cannot say, or guess, for you know only / a heap of broken images.”

			For one thing the terms are more resonant; for another, more would seem to be at stake.

			It is nearly a hundred years since Eliot wrote those words, and the passage of time makes the word “only” seem less crucial. A heap of broken images seems like quite a precious cargo, quite a desirable patrimony. A place to stand. A place to which one can become attached.

			And so, as I said, I am a person of attachments. My attachments are not to a set of ideas but to a series of images and tones. Images and tones that resonate, like the tone of a foghorn or the lighthouse beam, indicating something, suggesting something, a something apprehended not exactly by the mind, as if they were a series of directions to be followed, but by the animal’s directed sense.

			Image. Tone. Gesture. Phrase. Scene. Fragments.

			•   •   •

			“THESE FRAGMENTS I have shored against my ruins.” These words from Eliot’s Waste Land involved me in an interesting misreading that went on for several decades. I had habitually misread the plural “ruins” as the singular “ruin.” I was shocked to find out what I had done, and not pleased with Eliot’s words: I preferred my own invention. I had interpreted the line to mean that the words were a preservation against personal ruin. But “ruins” suggests a public spectacle—like the Parthenon or the Acropolis—and what would be the point of shoring fragments against these colossal wrecks? Such an act becomes an act of witness rather than of self-preservation.

			But whatever Eliot meant or I understood, I came to know Jesus in fragments. Not Jesus, whom I would never have called Jesus (that was for Protestants, with their impulse to soften or democratize), but Christ. Before this enterprise of reading the Gospels straight through, beginning to end, Matthew to John, my understanding of them, therefore of their subject, Jesus, came to me in fragments. Fragments that I heard—the Gospel read by the priest from the altar at Mass (during my childhood the only English words I would have heard in the course of the Mass prayers)—then read, as I followed the priest’s voice in the missal I was given for my eighth birthday.

			Alongside the words, though, there were visual images, part of my life from earliest memory. Images on the walls of the house I lived in, the houses of everyone I knew. Pictures in books, read to me as I sat on my father’s lap, later the subject of my first experience of reading. But, in the Catholic world of the triumphalist fifties, sacred images were popularized, commercialized: we had puzzles, coloring books, sticker books, pencil cases, lunch boxes, dish towels, saltcellars, dinner plates. We colored the sacred, ate off it, dried our dishes with it, carried it in our purses and our book bags, reached for it at lunch or at our desks.

			But these sacred images don’t restrict themselves to the ones absorbed in childhood. Along with my childhood puzzle of Jesus and the children is Bellini’s risen Christ, and Fra Angelico’s, Dostoyevski’s tempted Jesus and Pasolini’s enraged reformer. Not only my life but
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