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Preface

The idea for this book was born in 2006 in a summer retirement community in Highlands, North Carolina. Highlands is a small town nestled in the beautiful mountains of Macon County, about an hour’s drive southwest of Asheville. During the height of the summer season the permanent residents, eager to enhance the attractiveness of this area to tourists, together with some summer-only residents, organize events to engage and entertain the hundreds and even thousands of vacationers seeking to escape the heat of the South in the cooler temperatures of the North Carolina mountains. These summer activities have two primary foci. First these Highlanders plan for and carry out a schedule of magnificent concerts, involving visiting artists, vocalists and string and chamber groups who perform until early August. To head up this activity there is a governing board and designated leaders, but when I talk to the musicians it is clear that they believe that Mark and Kathy Whitehead, he a retired urologist and she a retired nurse, are the soul of this activity. A major resource available to the Whiteheads and their fellow planners is that these mountains attract each summer a number of musicians who are in residence, including some who are part of the Atlanta Symphony. One of them, William Ransom, a pianist of uncommon talent, not only directs these events, but also performs in them as an artist. Every one of these concerts seems to be a sellout, and a gala celebration dinner at the end of the summer season is the high social point of the year.

The second summer offering is sponsored by an organization known as HIARPT, which stands for the Highlands Institute for American Religion, Philosophy and Theology. This organization sponsors a weekly summer lecture series. HIARPT’s founder and president, a man named Creighton Peden, was formerly the Calloway Professor of Philosophy at Augusta State University. He is ably assisted in this activity by Everett J. Tarbox and his wife, Nancy, he a retired university professor and she a student of religion. Obviously others also assist in this process. Many of the residents and vacationers are people who have had distinguished careers in academia, business, law and medicine, primarily across the South. The leaders of HIARPT are dedicated to their goal of guaranteeing that the intellectual life of this summer community will always be stretching. Toward that end, in this lecture series they bring to Highlands philosophers and theologians to be guest lecturers throughout the summer. I have been privileged to be one of these since 2003. For me this has meant that on Monday and Tuesday evenings for two, three or four weeks each summer, I have addressed this audience as a teacher. My subject has always been some aspect of the Bible, demonstrating my conviction that if the Bible is taught to laypeople in the same way that it is taught in academic centers like Union Theological Seminary in New York or Harvard Divinity School in Cambridge, Massachusetts, with no attempt to protect the fairly juvenile Sunday school knowledge to which so many otherwise learned people still cling, there will be a significant response. I have never believed that the Bible needs to be protected either from critical biblical scholarship, or from the insights that come from astrophysics, astronomy, biology, psychology or any other source.

As part of this HIARPT program in the summer of 2006 I began a series of lectures on how the various books of the Bible came to be written and then how these writings later came to be regarded as “sacred scripture.” I think it is fair to say that my audience had lived generally within the cultural framework of the evangelical religion that seems native to the South, but can be found anywhere in the Christian world and is today particularly noted as the form of Christianity present and growing in the Third World. In this religious expression the tendency is to treat the Bible in a more or less literal way. The unspoken assumption for some is that the Bible dropped from heaven fully written, divided into chapters and verses and, if they are English-speaking people, in the King James Version! I discovered, however, in the course of my presentations over the next five summers that most of these people did not really believe these things about the Bible at all. They only pretended that they did, because they thought that this was what Christianity and their evangelical, religious culture required them to believe. Perhaps an even greater factor sustaining this childlike belief system was that they knew of no other way to engage the Bible, or indeed that there even was another way! When they began to understand that a literal view of the Bible was not what Christian scholars had believed for almost two hundred years, they responded with great enthusiasm. Far from experiencing from this audience the sense of threat and fear that so many evangelicals manifest, I found in them a sense of freedom and an eagerness to know more. Seldom was there an empty seat available over the summers. Indeed, the venue had to be moved to a larger space just to accommodate the crowds.

What I hoped to do in these lectures was to discover a way to introduce competent biblical scholarship to the people who sit in the pews of our churches. It was fascinating for me to see them engage the Bible in a way none of them had ever imagined doing so before. They quickly escaped the well-known religious anxiety which suggests that if the Bible is not believed literally it will not be believed at all. The question period that followed each lecture was animated and open with many of the members of my audience raising questions publicly that they had long harbored privately.

I was so encouraged by the response of these people to this public exploration into the Bible that I decided to introduce this material to a much wider and more diverse audience through the medium of my weekly column, which was published at that time by an Internet company known as WaterfrontMedia. That company, which has now changed its name to EverydayHealth, marketed this column across this nation and around the world, reaching a readership that in some weeks topped one hundred thousand people. The excitement I had experienced in my live audience each week in Highlands was now replicated in the response I received to my column over the next five years, a time-span that allowed me to be much more thorough and substantive than I could be in four to eight lectures each summer. In the column I went into the origins, the background and the essential meaning of each of the sixty-six books in the Bible. To my knowledge this was the first serious week-by-week study of the Bible from an academic perspective that had ever been tried on the Internet. By the time the series was concluded in 2010, the enthusiasm of my readers across America and around the world indicated to me that there was a vast audience of religiously hungry people eager to explore a meaningful journey into the Bible. It was then that my publisher, HarperOne, asked me to examine the possibility of turning these columns into a book on both the origins of the Bible and the essential message of each of its books, specifically aimed at inquisitive and educated laypeople for whom their familiar Sunday school stories still provided the substance of most of their biblical knowledge. My conviction was and is that what people learn in a typical Sunday school will never be adequate to sustain a believable faith for educated, questioning people living in the twenty-first century.

The purpose of these columns was not to be exhaustive so much as it was to be introductory. I deliberately did not seek to engage my readers in the debates over minutia, such as how many different strands make up the Elohist document in the formation of the Old Testament, or which of the words attributed to Jesus are authentic. Those are quite valid debates among biblical scholars, but they are outside the purview of this book. I have frequently participated in exactly those kinds of debates as a fellow of the Jesus Seminar, and I have found them both worthwhile and stimulating. My experience has been, however, that such debates are beyond the interest level of most people except for those who live in the academic community. My audience rather wanted to know the background, the context, the level of authenticity and even the trustworthiness of the message found in the various books now making up the Bible. They were aware that the Bible has been a major force in shaping the Western world, and they wanted to understand that impact and, in some cases, even wanted to see if they could find a way back into a realistic faith system.

I have sought, therefore, to introduce people to the themes and messages of the various books of the Bible by examining the sweep of history in which these books were originally written. What was the situation that compelled this or that particular writing? What was the message the author sought to convey, and what part of that message still has universal applications? I wanted to help my readers understand why these particular books, written between two and three thousand years ago, came to be regarded as authoritative and thus worthy of being preserved as sacred. I also wanted to trace the pathway that biblical religion traveled as it evolved over the centuries and how the human need to control behavior within the boundaries of what the community could tolerate in its struggle to survive shaped these texts. Above all, I wanted to watch how the sense of God found in the lives of our ancestors grew and developed over these centuries, as it illumined the mundanities of their lives and sustained them through the specific crises of their history. I wanted it to become crystal clear that anyone who thinks of the Bible as an unchanging book has never read it. The image of God, for example, begins in the Bible as a rather traditional dictatorial figure. This God was tribal in nature and, as such and very conveniently, this God hated all the enemies of the people who believed themselves to be God’s chosen. Yet, if we continue to read the Bible we watch this idea of God evolve and change, becoming newly redefined as love, justice and a universal moral presence. Ultimately in this same book we hear this God enjoin us to love our enemies and even to let our enemies love us. I also wanted to reclaim not the literal power, but the essential meaning of the Bible in and for the non-religious world we inhabit. It was and is a “heady” task. For some of my more traditional religious readers I am certain that this book will be an uncomfortable, maybe even a shattering experience, should they bother to read it. Some will even perceive this book as an attack on the Bible itself. They will be wrong. I happen to love the Bible very deeply. That will certainly become obvious as the pages are turned.

My readers will find the format and style of this book to be somewhat different from what they might expect. The book inevitably reflects the fact that its various segments were originally written week by week in the format of a fifteen-hundred-word essay. Each essay could be read in ten to fifteen minutes at most. That fifteen-hundred-word boundary was necessary to meet the space requirements of my column. In preparing this material for a book I was able to expand many of these columns with new data, some additional stories and more enhancing illustrations, but this volume’s pages continue to reveal short, complete segments. I did not want to change this format too dramatically, since I recognized that it will lend itself to use by study groups in a variety of church settings, and it will give to those who engage it the sense of having completed a major university course on the Bible. From that vantage point they will surely discover the fact that I have a profound respect for the Bible and that my goal is to build a similar respect in my readers.

For the help given to me in preparing this book I thank first my friends in Highlands (as well as in the neighboring communities of Cashiers, Sapphire, Franklin and Seneca). In addition to the Highlands people that I have already mentioned, I want to express my gratitude to Diane and Ray McPhail, Peggy Smith, Becky and Will McKee, Susan Davis, Nell and Bill Martin, Joan and Buster Bailey, Wanda and Bill Glover and a host of others too numerous to list.

Next I thank the founders of EverydayHealth, Ben Wolin, Mike Keriakas and Mark Tauber, to whom this book is dedicated. They helped me to create an audience for progressive Christian dialogue more extensive than anything I had seen before. Emerging out of the first Internet efforts of religious programming called Beliefnet.com, they managed to build a company that was successful beyond their wildest imagination. They have expanded from three employees in two rooms in Brooklyn to a company of more than three hundred employees occupying an entire building in Manhattan. I have now written over five hundred columns for them, some of which were picked up and rerun in a variety of print media forms, from op-ed pieces in daily newspapers to reprints in blogs and house organs of various sorts, which circulated my words to quite literally millions of people. One column, entitled “My Manifesto,” on the struggle for justice for homosexual people, was passed and copied more than a million times and indeed is still circling the globe.

At HarperCollins I express my gratitude to Mark Tauber, who left Agoramedia to return to Harper to serve as publisher at HarperOne, along with Mickey Maudlin, my editor; Emily Grandstaff, my publicist; Lisa Zuniga, my production editor, and Kathy Reigstad, my copyeditor. I am also grateful to Kelly Hughes of the public relations firm of DeChant and Hughes in Chicago, who has been hired by Harper to launch almost all of my recent books. Kelly does this with an incredible professionalism and obvious competence that is deeply appreciated and with a friendship that is enduring. Playing the same launching role for me in Canada is Lindsey Love of HarperCollins in Toronto, and in Australia it is Christine Farmer at HarperCollins in Sydney.

Finally I express my love and appreciation to the members of my family: my wife Christine, who is a companion in all phases of my life beyond anything I ever dreamed possible. To say I love her sounds so inadequate, but it is deeply and profoundly true. She is also the best editor with whom I have ever worked, and she spent untold hours on this manuscript. Then there are my three wonderful daughters, Ellen, Katharine and Jaquelin, each now well established in successful careers in banking, law and science respectively. They are the children of my first wife, Joan, who died in 1988, and they are closer to me, I’m sure, because we walked through the pain and grief of my wife and their mother’s death together. When Christine and I got married in 1990 I gained a wonderful first son, Brian Barney, and a wonderful fourth daughter, Rachel Barney. Our children’s partners in life, Gus Epps, Jack Catlett, Virgil Speriosu and Julieann Barney, have also expanded our lives. Our grandchildren: Shelby and Jay Catlett, John and Lydia Hylton, and Katherine and Colin Barney, who range in age from twenty-three to nine, have kept us in touch with generations beyond our own. I salute them all and express my overwhelming love and admiration for each of them.

John Shelby Spong

Morris Plains, New Jersey

September 2011





PART I

Setting the Stage:
 Posing the Problem





Chapter 1
 Examining the Bible’s Mystique

In the southern culture in which I was raised a special reverence was accorded to the book we called the “Holy Bible.” For good reason this region of the country was and is called the “Bible Belt.” Few homes would be without a family Bible as part of their permanent furnishings. In my childhood home that Bible was always prominently displayed on the coffee table in our living room, where no one could miss seeing it. I do not recall, however, that it was ever read, either silently or out loud. Its primary function seemed to be little more than a volume in which special moments in life’s transitions were recorded.

We opened that Bible to fill in baptism, confirmation, marriage and burial dates. It was the repository of our family history. That alone appeared to be enough to endow this book with a sense of sanctity. There was, however, far more than this attached to the Bible in the life of our culture, and all of us breathed much of that “more” daily into our psyches. This book was called “God’s Word.” It was meant to be revered. No object could ever be placed on top of this book. Such behavior would constitute nothing less than a sacrilege. The place where this book had a unique position of honor, however, was inside the familiar institution called “the church.”

I also cannot remember a time in my life when I did not regularly attend Sunday school, so it was there, not in our family, that my siblings and I began to learn the content of the Bible. Sunday school did not, however, give us anything close to an ordered kind of learning. We certainly got the message that all of the Bible’s content was terribly important, although we were never introduced to most of that content. We concentrated primarily on the familiar stories to which we could relate. The birth of Jesus was first and foremost in importance, probably because Christmas was by far the most popular holiday. So we knew about the star in the east, the magi, the angels and the shepherds. We frequently saw pictures of the manger with the Virgin Mary kneeling beside it, her eyes cast down in the familiar pose. I had no idea at that time what the word “virgin” meant. Perhaps it was just Mary’s first name. Most of the girls I knew in the South had double names—Bobbie Sue, Martha Ann, so why not Virgin Mary?

The second story in importance was the narrative of the death and resurrection of Jesus. Pictures of Jesus on the cross were also familiar to me, but I never understood why Jesus had to die for my sins as I was so regularly told that he did. Nonetheless, we learned the details of the betrayal of Judas, the denial of Peter and the doubt of Thomas, and we heard the accounts of the penitent thief, Joseph of Arimathea and the women at the empty tomb. There were, however, no Easter pageants in which we could participate or see these stories dramatized, and so these details were not nearly as vivid as the Christmas ones.

We also learned by memory such things as the Ten Commandments, even though I had no idea what it meant to covet, and committing adultery brought up no mental images for me whatsoever! The stories from the Bible were reinforced by hymns that I learned in church, which seemed to narrate them to music. I was always moved by the hymn that invited us to “Go to dark Gethsemane,”1 where we might observe the Lord’s anguish. It was clear that we were supposed to feel guilt as we recalled the final events in Jesus’ life.

So deep was the Bible’s presence in our cultural life that we actually made fun of it and enjoyed the mischief of singing about some of its stories, especially if they had the power to titillate our imagination. Perhaps this was a way of creating intimacy with the holy—at least I think that was one of our motivations. At church camp one of our favorite songs to sing around the campfire was entitled “The Baptist Sunday School.” It was special fun to laugh about the Baptists. This was not an attempt to be religious bigots or to make fun of our Baptist friends; it was just taking cognizance of the fact that the Baptists were in our part of the world numerically larger than any other Christian tradition, so we always defined ourselves against them. We used to say, “The Baptists are outnumbered only by the sparrows.” The chorus to that campfire song went like this:

Young folks, old folks everybody come

Join the Baptist Sunday school and have a lot 
of fun.

Please check your chewing gum and marbles 
at the door 2

And you’ll hear some Bible stories that you’ve never heard before!

In the verses of this song we came to the content of particular Bible stories, which followed a four-sentence form that had a limerick-like quality to them. There were numerous verses and, if one knew the Bible well enough, one might actually make up new ones! The ones that were particularly popular with us were just a little “naughty,” just a bit off color. I am certain that is why they appealed. The two I remember best illustrate this appeal:

Pharaoh had a daughter, she had a winsome smile,

She found the baby Moses a-floating in the Nile.

She took him home to Poppa with that same old tale

Which is just about as probable as Jonah and the Whale!

And:

Salome was a dancer, she danced before the King.

She wiggled and she wobbled and she shook most everything.

The King said, “Salome, there’ll be no scandal here.”

Salome said, “To heck with that,” and kicked the chandelier.

Yes, at our church camp we took liberties, made fun of and with the Bible and felt rebelliously sinful in doing so.

Later, when I first heard George and Ira Gershwin’s classic American opera Porgy and Bess, I would hear that same rebellious note in their song about the Bible, sung by a character named “Sportin’ Life.” The song was entitled “It Ain’t Necessarily So,” which suggested that even the stories one read in the Bible were themselves not “necessarily so.” One verse of those lyrics again contained the naughty-sexy theme:

Methus’lah lived nine hundred years

Methus’lah lived nine hundred years

But who calls dat livin’ when no gal’ll give in

To no man what’s nine hundred years.

While doubts about the Bible’s authority were allowed in fun or at play, once we went into church, we discovered that the Bible brooked no challenges. When scripture was read in our church worship services, the end of that reading would be accompanied by some version of the phrase: “The Word of the Lord,” or “This is the Word of the Lord,” or “May God add a blessing to the reading of his [sic] Word,” to which members of the congregation might respond, as if on cue like well-trained kindergartners, with some version of the refrain: “Thanks be to God.” One did not go far in my young world without encountering this assertion that the words of the Bible were identical with the “Word of God.” It was and is a bold claim. It is also a claim, I was destined to learn, that depended for its sustenance on a great amount of biblical ignorance. One surely does not want to read much of the Bible if that claim is to remain intact. Perhaps that is why so many people in the Bible Belt pay only lip service to the call to read this book. The fact is that in the Bible Belt the Bible is not read with any regularity. If that had ever been done, then far too many unanswered questions would have been raised about just what kind of God it was who would say and do the things recorded in Holy Scripture.

If the Bible is God’s Word, for example, how would we deal with a passage in which the prophet Samuel instructed Saul, the king of the Jews, in God’s name, to engage in a war of genocide against the Amalekites, in which he was to kill every man, woman, child, suckling, ox and ass among the Amalekites (I Sam. 15:1–9)? How can this passage be called the “Word of God”? If it is God’s Word, why would we want to worship such a God? What kind of God could inspire the psalmist to write in God’s “holy Word” that the people of Israel would not be happy until they had dashed the heads of the children of their Babylonian enemies against the rocks (Ps. 137:8–9)? Beyond those rather bizarre episodes, what is one to do with the biblical definitions of women as subhuman, the biblical acceptance of slavery as a legitimate social institution and the biblical admonitions to execute homosexual persons? All of these attitudes are quite clearly present in the Bible. For people to maintain with any real conviction the claim that the Bible is the “Word of God” means that their minds have to be closed to truth that has in our time become universally accepted. Certainly no thinking person can today still view the Bible as a revelation of God that dropped from heaven, fully written, divided into chapters and verses and bearing the divine imprimatur.

We know now that the Bible is a small library of books composed over a period of about one thousand years between roughly 1000 BCE and 135 CE. Many of these biblical books did not have a single author. Some of them were edited and re-edited over as long a period of time as five hundred years before they reached the form in which they found inclusion in the Bible. Can the “Word of God” actually be edited? Why did God not get it right the first time? What human being would have had the hubris to add to or delete from the “Word of God”? Yet that kind of editing happened, we now know, probably in every book in the Bible. Another fact to embrace is that none of the authors of the books in the Bible wrote thinking that they were writing the “Word of God.” That was something decided much later by someone else. Have we ever wondered by whom these decisions were made and on what basis? Among those who still make this claim for the literal sacredness of the entire Bible, we need to know whether they are suggesting that each book of the Bible is equally holy, or that each reflects the “Word of God” with equal fidelity. The mainstream Christian churches do not seem to believe that, for the lectionaries that guide the reading of the scriptures in their worship leave out some books altogether! Can one skip a portion of the “Word of God” as no longer worthy of being heard? Such attitudes reflect uninformed claims for the Bible that are universally dismissed in the circles of biblical scholarship. Why is this scholarship not communicated to the Sunday worshipers of the world?

Let me be specific with certain popular assumptions: Moses did not write the documents we call the “books of Moses,” or the Torah (Genesis to Deuteronomy)! Indeed, Moses had been dead some three hundred years before the first word of the Torah was put into written form. David did not write the book of Psalms! Solomon did not write Proverbs! The gospels were not written by eyewitnesses, but by at least the second and, in the case of the Fourth Gospel (as the book of John is often called), perhaps even the third generation of believers. The book of Revelation does not predict the end of the world or convey any hidden messages about modern-day history! Why do we still allow ourselves to be tyrannized by this kind of uninformed biblical non-sense, regardless of the “authority” claimed for that book by the mouths that still utter these claims?

During the era in which the books of the Bible were written almost everyone believed—indeed, did not even question—the assumed fact that the earth was the center of a three-tiered universe and that God lived just above the sky. How else could God vigilantly watch human behavior and keep the divine record books up to date and ready for Judgment Day? No one in that time had any idea that the sun was part of a galaxy that contained two hundred billion other stars. No one had ever heard of a germ or virus, so in the Bible sickness was interpreted as punishment from the all-seeing God. The bubonic plague in the fourteenth century was viewed as a particularly violent expression of God’s anger and was popularly blamed on a scandal in the papacy, which produced a pope in Rome and a pope in Avignon. Weather patterns, from heat waves to hurricanes and tornadoes, which seemed to come out of the same sky that God was thought to inhabit, were regarded as expressions of this same divine wrath. Even today this perspective remains in fundamentalist religious circles. The killing earthquake that rocked Haiti in January 2010, causing the death of some two hundred and thirty thousand people and devastating the whole nation, was explained by one televangelist as God punishing the Haitians for “making a pact with the devil and throwing the French out,” events that occurred in the early years of the nineteenth century! In the Bible mental illness and epilepsy were also assumed to be (and were interpreted as the result of) demon possession. Can any modern doctor believe that?

Given these realities, we need to ask just how the claim made by anyone that the Bible in any sense is the “Word of God” can be sustained even for a moment without violating every rational faculty that human beings possess. Yet this claim is still made by religious voices, and it is frequently made without apology. Religious representatives not only say these things, but they also act them out in public with neither embarrassment nor shame. In fact this biblical mentality, frequently worn as a badge of honor, has played a large role in America’s national life.

In the history of the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries it was the Democratic Party that wore this badge, nominating on three different occasions (1896, 1900 and 1908) a biblical fundamentalist named William Jennings Bryan to be their presidential candidate. Three different Republicans, William McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft, defeated him and thus kept this attitude from getting established in the highest political office of this country. In the early years of the twenty-first century, however, this mentality shifted to Republican candidates, and one president, George W. Bush, actually asserted that God had chosen him to be president! President Bush’s mentality was not an isolated claim in his party, as those who came to be called “the religious right” found a home in religious Republicanism, packaged as “family values,” and they produced a plethora of candidates who opposed evolution, saw the turmoil in the Middle East as the fulfillment of biblical prophecy and sought to impose a narrow religious agenda on this complex nation. An Arkansas Baptist preacher actually became a viable presidential candidate.3

How is it possible that such irrational and, at least in scholarly circles, such universally dismissed attitudes toward the Bible can still in the twenty-first century have such power and even appeal? To answer these questions we will have to journey deep into our religious origins.

A worthy starting place would be to seek to understand why we have historically built around the Bible such a firm aura or defense shield to protect it from any serious investigation. That aura is quite distinguishable and that defense shield is far more powerful than most of us can imagine, for it is constantly reinforced.

Look first at how the Bible is treated in church. In the more liturgical churches the choir and the officiants process in at the start of worship, and one of them will normally carry the Bible high as if it is to be worshiped or adored. If this action registers at all on the worshipers it heightens a definition that this book itself somehow participates in the holiness of God, which would of course preclude anyone from being critical of it in any way without facing the charge of being sacrilegious. Next, when the gospel selection for the day is read there is frequently a second procession, this time into the congregation, with the Bible or a book of gospel readings once more elevated. Then the reader, who is normally an ordained person, a practice that seems to say that only officially designated “holy people” can read the “holy gospel,” will announce: “The Holy Gospel of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, according to ______,” filling in the blank with the name of the evangelist to whom that day’s reading is ascribed. The congregation responds with the words: “Glory be to you, O Lord.” While this is going on the reader may make the sign of the cross on the gospel and then on his or her head, lips and heart. The reader may even spread the smoke of incense over the gospel book. It is hard to know what these magical gestures mean to the reader or to the congregation, but they do all tend to communicate that the reading about to be heard is of the greatest and gravest significance, thereby enhancing the aura around the Bible. When the gospel reading is complete, the reader then proclaims: “This is the Gospel of the Lord,” to which the congregation responds: “Praise be to you, Lord Christ.” With that much folderol gathered around the simple reading from the gospels week after week, month after month, year after year, it seems clear that the claim of special sanctity for the Bible would be riveted deep into the people’s conscious and subconscious life. Are we not assuming in these activities that this book has a kind of unearthly power that we fail to respect at our peril? When those practices become the tradition of a lifetime, are we not making it all but impossible to study the Bible in a modern and rational way?

Now add to these practices the way the Bible is traditionally published. It is not like other books. It normally has a black, floppy leather cover, frequently with a gold cross embossed upon it. It is traditionally printed on tissue-thin pages that are gilt-edged. The words of Jesus are frequently printed in red ink.They are presumably the “holy of holies” and leap off the page demanding attention. Until fairly recently most Bibles were kept in the Elizabethan English of the past, peppered with words like “thee” and “thou,” phrases like “believest thou this” and many other verbs ending in “eth” and “est.” It was as if the Bible had a special holy language that we were not supposed to translate. Indeed, until the time of the Reformation it was a crime to put the words of the Bible into the common language of the people, so the text remained in Latin long after Latin ceased to be used in common speech. The leaders of the church did not want the uneducated to know the content of the Bible. John Wycliffe,4 an English vicar in the fourteenth century, who did translate the Latin Vulgate into English, was rewarded after his death for this heresy: the powers that be had his exhumed body burned at the stake. The hiddenness of the biblical text kept the “myth” of the Bible’s sanctity from ever being challenged by anyone outside the church hierarchy.

To keep the Bible shrouded in unapproachable mystery was easy so long as education was considered the privilege of the ruling classes and not the right of the masses. There was no need to prevent people from reading the Bible since most of the people could not read, period. Universal education is a relatively modern accomplishment. So in this pre-literate time people got the content of the Bible, not from reading it, but from seeing works of art that ranged from paintings, to stained glass in houses of worship, to the “Stations of the Cross.” People then, not having the biblical text before them, made the assumption that these artistic pieces reflected accurately the historical occasions that were being depicted. Biblical literalism was thus once again burned deeply into the psyches of Western people. I recall one portrait of Matthew writing his gospel, painted by Caravaggio, which shows an angel guiding Matthew’s hand so that he would record only the “Word of God” in the words of the gospel. No one in that world knew, for example, that the virgin birth was a ninth-decade addition to the Christian story or that the ascension of Jesus was a tenth-decade addition. No one understood the fact that the narratives of the crucifixion are quite different in each gospel, that almost all of the details of the Easter story appearing in one gospel are contradicted in another. Even the educated people of this time did not always have the ability to read the gospels side by side. No one knew that there were not “seven last words” spoken from the cross, that one of the thieves did not become penitent until Luke was written about sixty years after the crucifixion, or that Judas became more evil and Pontius Pilate more holy with the writing of each gospel and thus with the passing of time. Literalism was not only encouraged, but it was also seen to be the only possibility for understanding the Bible. It thus served to keep biblical knowledge quite limited. We are the inheritors of these traditions.

The final symbol of how this aura or defense shield around the Bible was shaped is seen in the fact that the Bible has traditionally been printed with two columns on each page. This has resulted in the Bible being quite different from all other books except for dictionaries, encyclopedias or other reference and resource books. No one simply reads the dictionary. No one reads the encyclopedia. One goes to these two resources to get answers. Moreover, one does not normally argue with the answers of a dictionary or an encyclopedia. By printing the Bible in this format are we not forcing into the subconscious minds of the people the conclusion that the Bible too is a book to which we go for answers, an authority that cannot be and must not be doubted?

Around the Bible for centuries this aura has been encouraged and this defense shield created. This is what accounts for the almost tenacious hold that biblical literalism has had on the people of the Western world. We have in our world today the reality that many people are still clinging quite frantically to the biblical formulations of their past. Some spend enormous energy fighting Darwin, attacking secular humanism as it arises in the society and liberalism, all of which are symptoms of the lack of scholarship available in many churches. That is why in the United States we continue to take seriously the religious vote, the television evangelists, and even a pope who visited Africa with its civil strife, its rampant spread of AIDS and its poverty, and conveyed as his only message a condemnation of the use of condoms! Religious leaders seem to believe that if they allow one crack in their carefully constructed religious or biblical defense system, then the whole thing will collapse in ruins. That is the stance of hysteria, not the stance of either faith or hope, though it masquerades as both.

The primary response to this mentality, and it is a response that is growing rapidly, is to abandon all religion and to take up citizenship in the “secular city.” Proponents of this stance no longer see any relevance in religion or the Bible for their lives today. They are not interested in twisting their minds into first-century pretzels, in order to read the Bible or into fourth-century pretzels, in order to say the creeds or into thirteenth-century pretzels, in order to engage in contemporary forms of worship. They find it impossible in their modern frame of reference to conceive of a theistically understood deity, living somewhere external to this world, endowed with supernatural power and ready to invade history to come to our aid, to answer our prayers. They find the concepts of miracle and magic to be outside their worldview. They dismiss readily ideas like that of a “fall” from perfection into “original sin,” which is supposed to account for evil and which requires an external rescuer to save us from our sins. These ideas are completely foreign to what they now know about the origins of life and its evolution. They see no alternative to dismissing all religion in general and Christianity in particular, regarding it as something left over from the childhood of our humanity, and they want little to do with it. For such questioners either biblical literalism or the rejection of all religion seem to be their only choices.

One factor that both of these responses have in common is that they share a similar profound ignorance about the Bible. The fundamentalists who quote the Bible as their final authority clearly know little about how the Bible came into being and, thus, why that approach is so totally incompetent. Those who do not find any value in the biblical tradition wind up rejecting the very things that biblical scholars themselves almost totally reject, but these secularists know so little about the Bible that they are not aware of this fact. When I read books written by the new breed of militant atheist writers, who have become both best-selling authors and household names, I find myself perplexed as to how to respond to them. I have no desire to attack them or to rise to God’s defense. The religion, the Christianity and the Bible that they reject are the same religion, Christianity and Bible that I reject. My problem with such writers is not located there. It is rather in the apparent fact that they do not seem to know that there is any other way. Why should they, since the church has worked so hard not to allow other possibilities to become visible?

My desire is to work in that very arena and to close that gap in knowledge at least in regard to the Bible. I am not the enemy of the Bible. I am the enemy of the way the Bible has been understood and the way the Bible has been used. I do not think for one moment that the Bible is in any literal sense the “Word of God.” It is a tribal story, as this book will reveal—a pre-modern story, an ever-changing and ever-growing story. It came into existence, as every other book does, out of the experience of human beings seeking to make sense out of the life they are living and the things they are experiencing. I want to take my readers into this Bible in a new way. I want to plumb its depths, scale its heights and free its insights from the debilitating power of literalism. I want to make some of its characters come alive—those who probably have vestiges of history attached to them, like Moses, Joshua, Elijah and Elisha, even though that kernel of history is well hidden under layers of myth and fantasy, as well as some who are surely pure literary creations, like the Samaritan woman by the well, Lazarus who was raised from the dead, the “beloved” disciple, and even the figures of Joseph the earthly father of Jesus, Joseph of Arimathea who provided Jesus’ tomb, and Judas the betrayer. I want people to see how the God of the Bible changes through its pages from a supernaturalized, warlike tribal chief into a more abstract personification of the realities of love, justice and universalism, a God who calls us beyond our security walls into a new experience of what it means to be fully human and into dimensions of a new consciousness.

I have wrestled with the Bible for more than sixty years. I have broken open my own fundamentalism, walked through valleys of meaninglessness in which I was certain that God had died and then found my way back, not to the security of yesterday’s religious certainty, but to an understanding that does not hesitate to go through the Bible in order to transcend it, and thus that provides no security. I want to help people to develop a faith that goes so deeply into the essence of Christianity that they can walk beyond Christianity into that toward which Christianity can only point. I seek to enter and to introduce others to what Paul has called “the glorious liberty of the children of God.”

I ask no one to agree with my conclusions, but rather to journey with me toward a new place and to see both the Bible and Christianity from that new context. I want to re-claim5 the Bible for a non-religious world. In this process I hope people will be open to those understandings of the Bible that are commonplace in academic circles, but still almost unknown in the pews of churches. If we see in religion a way to certainty in our religious convictions, then there will inevitably be great disillusionment with religion. If, however, religion can be seen as the quest to find integrity in our spiritual pilgrimages, then we can walk together and in this process discover, I am sure, some Bible stories “that you’ve never heard before,” as the old camp song had it, and even be led to the Gershwin conclusion that some things, perhaps even most things, in the Bible “ain’t necessarily so,” at least not in the literal sense that we have learned them. The stage is thus set for our journey to begin.

It is a journey that will probe the sources out of which the Bible’s words originated and the liturgical uses to which the Bible’s words were put and by which their meaning was compromised, shaped and expanded. It will be a journey that leads us to make clear distinctions between the human experience of the divine and the human words used to describe and explain that experience. It will be a journey in which we will learn that human words are limited. They can only point to truth; they can never capture it, a fact that is demonstrably true of scripture, creed and doctrine. This journey will force us to embrace insecurity as a virtue and to dismiss security as a vice. Finally, it will be a journey into the depths of human life, serving my conviction that the only road into divinity is through humanity and the only doorway into eternity is through time.

So we raise the curtain, watch the drama unfold, and step boldly into the content of what is clearly the most influential book the world has ever known.





PART II

The Formation of the Torah





Chapter 2
 Breaking Open the Books of Moses

The Bible began to be written only a short time ago, relatively speaking. When one considers the fact that the universe is some thirteen billion, seven hundred million years old and the birth of the planet earth can be reliably dated between four and a half and five billion years ago, the beginning of Bible writing near the year 1000 BCE is very recent. Scientists now date the appearance of human life on this planet somewhere between four million and two hundred and fifty thousand years ago, depending on how one defines human life.1 The beginning of civilization is placed by anthropologists between ten thousand and fifteen thousand years ago. The person we call Abraham, who is regarded in the Bible as the founder of the Jewish nation, is generally dated about the year 1850 BCE. Abraham is, however, a vague memory even in the Bible, since he lived about forty-five generations before the first word of the Old Testament was written. People have, however, unfortunately been trained primarily by the Bible itself, to think that the biblical story actually begins at the moment of creation. Bishop James Ussher, a seventeenth-century ecclesiastical figure in Ireland, using the Bible’s “inerrant words” and its internal dates, including the nine hundred and sixty-nine years that Methuselah was supposed to have lived, asserted that creation actually occurred on October 23 in the year 4004 BCE. One of his later contemporaries, James Lightfoot, added the note that it was at 9:00 a.m. Greenwich Mean Time! If we, however, want to analyze the Bible effectively, the first thing we need to comprehend is the fact that the earliest part of the Bible to be written was recorded only about three thousand years ago, between 950 and 1000 BCE. That fact alone immediately introduces a note of radical relativity into the biblical assertions made by many people.

We now understand that everything that we know about Abraham, which comes to us in that story, has to have been passed on orally for about nine hundred years before it entered a somewhat more settled and static written form. Those data alone force us to embrace the fact that this biblical story cannot ever have been historically accurate as pious but uninformed people have traditionally claimed; this book inevitably has the character of folk tale and myth in which the facts of history are all but lost inside the developing tradition. Abraham, for example, might well not even have been a Jew! His place of origin, we are told, was the city of Ur in the land of the Chaldees. He was later identified with the shrine at Hebron in what is now Palestine. Isaac, who is described as his son and became the second of the Jewish patriarchs, was identified with the shrine at Beersheba, an hour south and west from Jerusalem. The third great patriarch was named Jacob, and in the Bible he was identified with the shrine at Bethel in the northern part of the land that would someday be near the southern edge of the so-called Northern Kingdom. This identification of the three formational ancestors with three shrines in the land opens up the possibility that they may originally have been unrelated Canaanite holy men whose lives were subsequently intertwined and interpreted as the founding fathers of the Jewish people. A motive for doing just that is seen in the Bible itself, for riding on the backs of these patriarchs in Jewish folklore was the justification for the Jewish invasion of this land that occurred around 1250 BCE. The general purpose of these patriarchal tales in the book of Genesis was to justify the military claim the Jews made that they were conquering this land only because God had promised it to their ancestors hundreds of years earlier. As rational claims go these statements make no sense at all, but as propaganda they constituted then, and still do now, powerful influences in human history.

Other facts about the biblical story are even more threatening to those who treat the Bible as if it had a divine origin, and who pretend that in its words both historical accuracy and literal truth have been captured. Moses, who is an even more pivotal person in Jewish history than Abraham, may well also not have been a Jew, but an Egyptian or a half-Egyptian. His name certainly is quite Egyptian: the traditional name of the pharaohs was Ramases, the “Ra” coming from the name of the Egyptian sun god and “Mases” having the same consonants and thus being etymologically almost identical with the name of Moses. Moses lived in the thirteenth century BCE, but the stories about Moses in the Torah, including the exodus from Egypt, the presumed crossing of the Red Sea and the giving of the law at Mount Sinai were not written until the tenth century bce, or some three hundred years after his death. This means that everything we know about Moses in the Bible had to have passed through at least fifteen generations of oral tradition before achieving the more permanent status of a written form. How much did these crucial Moses stories grow in that oral period? Did the Red Sea come to replace the Sea of Reeds as the setting for the splitting of the waters story? Did the discovery of the droppings of the tamarisk tree in the wilderness, with its white flaky residue lying on the ground, give rise to the story of God raining down heavenly bread called manna on the hungry Hebrew people? Did an eruption of burning natural gas in that oil- and gas-rich desert give rise to the story of God’s call to Moses at a burning bush that was not consumed? What was the process through which the community’s code of laws, including the Ten Commandments, went before they settled into the familiar form that we find in Exodus? Is the fact that there are three different versions of the Ten Commandments in the Torah an attempt to explain the biblical story that Moses broke the clay tablets containing the Ten Commandments when he saw that the people of Israel had forsaken the God who had brought them out of Egypt for a Golden Calf, and that he therefore had to return to Sinai to get a second version?2 How much of the story of the exodus from Egypt is history and how much of that narrative has been bent to conform to the developing liturgy of the Passover, a festival which was designed primarily to let the Jewish people observe liturgically and annually the moment of their national birth? None of these questions could be raised until the idea that the Bible is not an eyewitness account of ancient history was both faced and accepted. No eyewitness wrote any of the materials. One of the most ostentatious book titles I have ever known was Present at the Creation by a famous secretary of state, Dean Acheson.3 He was, however, describing the pressures present at the creation of Harry Truman’s presidency and especially his foreign policy. No one was present at the creation of the world to write about it. In fact, writing did not begin among human beings any earlier than twenty thousand years ago at the most! With each new discovery human beings have been driven to temper their claims for the literal accuracy of the Bible. No, this book was not revealed directly by God to anyone, nor was it dictated by God on high to some willing earthly scribe or channel.

In the late 1800s, a group of scholars in Germany led by Professors K. H. Graf and Julius Wellhausen began to study rigorously the details of the first five books of the Bible—Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. These books, called the Torah or the books of Moses, constitute for the Jews the most sacred part of the Hebrew scriptures. So important was the Torah to the Jews that traditionally it was required to be read in its entirety on the Sabbaths of either an annual cycle4 or a three-year cycle5 in the synagogues of the Jewish world. These two scholars, together with their junior staff members, began to apply to these texts the developing insights of literary criticism. To do this, they had to set aside the claims that these works were somehow divinely dictated and even the idea that these books somehow possessed a magical relationship with truth. The results of their work, which is now referred to as the Graf-Wellhausen theory, were salutary, and more than anything else these two men opened the doors to a new academic interest in the Bible itself.

Analyzing primarily the first five books of the Old Testament Professors Graf and Wellhausen discovered that there were many observable differences that could be discerned in the texts of the Torah itself. This discovery, in turn, led them to the conclusion that the Torah consisted of several strands woven together of what had once been independent material. One strand, for example, referred to God by the name Yahweh, or at least by an unpronounceable set of consonants that were written as YHWH. Where Yahweh was used as the name for God the text also called the holy mountain of the Jews Mount Sinai. There was another strand of the Torah that called God by the name of Elohim, and where that name was used for God, the holy mountain of the Jews was referred to as Mount Horeb. A third strand of Torah material reflected life in the Kingdom of Judah in the seventh century BCE, which was well after the split between the Northern Kingdom and Judah and even after the Northern Kingdom had been destroyed by the Assyrians. Still another strand appeared to be dated during the time of the exile in the sixth century BCE after Judah had been defeated by the Babylonians and its people relocated to the land of Babylonia. When these scholars began to separate these various strands from one another, other insights became available. The material that called God YHWH appeared to be centered in Jerusalem, for it extolled the institutions identified with Jerusalem, such as the royal line of Davidic kings, the high priest and the Jerusalem Temple. It reflected that period of Jewish history in which the Jewish nation was undivided and all of the Jewish people were ruled from the capital in Jerusalem. The strand that called God Elohim reflected the values of the northern part of the land of the Jews that achieved independence from Jerusalem rule around 920 BCE in a rebellion that occurred following the reign of Solomon. That rebellion was led by a northern military general named Jereboam against Solomon’s son and heir, the newly crowned Jerusalem king named Rehoboam. That revolt by the people of the north was successful and it brought into being a new Jewish state called the Northern Kingdom, or Israel. Ultimately, this new nation built a new capital and worship center in the city of Samaria, and it traced its Jewish roots back primarily to Joseph, whom it referred to in the Elohist material as the “favorite son” of the patriarch Jacob. Joseph was said to be the child of Jacob by his favorite wife Rachel, and Jacob was said to have endowed Joseph with, among other things, a distinctive coat of many colors. The patriarch Joseph in this Elohist narrative was always juxtaposed to his older brother Judah, who remained the dominant ancestral figure of the Jewish people whose life centered in Jerusalem. Judah was the son of Jacob by Rachel’s older sister Leah. According to the Elohist version of this story Jacob had been tricked into marrying Leah, whom he did not love, rather than Rachel, Leah’s younger sister, whom he did love. This chicanery was orchestrated by the father of these two sisters, a man named Laban. Only by marrying Rachel’s older sister did Jacob also manage to win Rachel as his second wife. Leah was described in this text, rather cruelly, not only as being unloved, but also as having eyes that popped out of her head like those of a cow. This Elohist document was designed on many levels to counter the claims made by the tribe of Judah that Judah was destined to rule over these northern tribes. That kingdom was thought to consist of ten tribes in number. In the service of this theme the Elohist writer went so far as to assert that Judah betrayed his younger brother Joseph by selling him into slavery for twenty pieces of silver. In time, however, Joseph was said to have used this act of treachery to save all of his brothers, including Judah, from death by starvation. He accomplished this, so the story goes, by taking them down into Egypt, where they remained, the Bible says, for four hundred years, eventually falling into slavery, from which Moses would ultimately lead them in the exodus to freedom in their “Promised Land.”6

As these strands came to be isolated from each other, people became aware of the fact that the two narratives reflected quite different times in history. That was when Professors Graf and Wellhausen recognized that they had, in fact, cracked the code of biblical origins. From that day to this the study of the Torah has been radically altered and new conclusions had to be formed. The first five books of the Torah were not written by Moses at all, or indeed by any single author. These books, still regarded as being sacred, were a composite of written materials that had been blended and intertwined into a single story over a period of as much as five hundred years. With that realization, biblical scholarship had taken an enormous leap into modernity. The old claims, held so tenaciously for so long by so many, were shaken to their very foundations. The era of critical biblical scholarship was being born. Since that time the four-source theory of Graf and Wellhausen has been modified and changed in many ways. Some scholars have indicated that they believe there are two distinct strands in the “E” (or Elohist) document. The dating of each strand has been shifted in several directions. The importance of the presumably single Elohist strand has thus been downgraded. All of these insights are worthy of our time, but they are beyond the scope of this book. They are also not capable of making sense for readers until the insights of Graf and Wellhausen have been fully understood. So I will now, for clarity’s sake, proceed to develop the four stands as these two scholars first presented them. Modifications can always come later—and they will.





Chapter 3
 The Yahwist Document

The Original Narrative

The Torah is the Jewish name for the first five books of the Bible, Genesis through Deuteronomy. In the Torah are stories representing a combination of myths, folk tales and political propaganda, with only the slightest bit, if any, of actual historical memory. The opening biblical stories, from Adam and Eve through the flood, have absolutely no connection with history, despite the fact that some of the world’s more foolish people still go on expeditions trying to locate Noah’s ark on Mount Ararat. The first shred of anything close to real history in the Bible appears in the Abraham story, and that, as I noted earlier, is indeed only a shred. Even Moses, the greatest hero in the Jewish story, while clearly a person of history, is nonetheless not accurately delineated; most of the details of his life are hidden in the shadows of myth and liturgy. Many scholars today believe that the biblical portrait of Moses might well be a composite of more than one person, for example. There were also probably many exoduses out of Egypt and many journeys through the wilderness that were in time melded together around campfires into a single story. When we get to the Moses stories contained in the book of Deuteronomy, we are dealing with a time some five hundred to six hundred years after the death of Moses; that gap between event and the recording of that event renders history, for all












	By tracing the Jewish story from the creation of the world to the call of Abraham, this narrative went from the universal beginning of human history to the dawn of the Jews’ national life.

	By relating the stories of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph, this narrative established, as both legitimate and moral, the Jews’ claim to land that they had in fact conquered.

	By incorporating the ancient shrines of Hebron, Beersheba and Bethel into the story of the Jews, thus identifying the religious traditions of the past with a new center in Jerusalem—which was destined to become those lesser shrines’ ultimate and grander successor—this narrative unified the worship life of these people.

	By telling the story of the noble history of the Jews prior to falling into slavery in Egypt, this narrative rebuilt their national reputation.
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