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Preface


 



THIS BOOK HAS BEEN in progress for more than twenty years. It is a work of faith and conviction. It is my witness as one who desires to worship as a citizen of the modern world and to be able to think as I worship. I write it as a person to whom the Christian Church has accorded honor, rank, and the privilege of leadership in the episcopal office. It comes thus from the life of a bishop whose vows at the time of my consecration included both a promise to defend the faith and to guard the unity of the church. The vocation of doing just that in a rapidly changing world has been my privilege for almost a quarter of a century.

  
As the author of these pages, I am aware that I can hardly be mentioned in the public press without the adjective controversial being attached to my name. That word has almost become a part of my identity.

  

    
          The first occasion for this acquired reputation came in 1974, when as a priest in Richmond, Virginia, I had the pleasure of conducting an extensive public dialogue with Dr. Jack Daniel Spiro, the rabbi of Richmonds Reformed Temple Beth Ahabah.

  
This dialogue developed because of a book I had published in 1974 entitled This Hebrew Lord.1 The rabbi, intrigued by this title, read the book and invited me to debate its content with him at the synagogue on three successive Sabbath eve services. As we talked together to plan this event, the format grew to include three Sunday mornings at St. Pauls Episcopal Church, the parish where I was serving located in downtown Richmond. This dialogue excited the public, and both synagogue and church were crowded for each session. It also caught the attention of the newspapers, radio, and television in the Richmond area and was covered extensively.

  
On one Friday evening during this dialogue, the rabbi asked me to explain to his Jewish audience just how God, the Holy Other, could be said to have become particular and concrete in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, which was his understanding of the Jesus claim made by Christians.

  
Seeking in my response to avoid some ideas from popular Christian theology that border on the heresy of monophysitism,2 I sought to portray the Christ figure in the familiar Jewish terms of word and will, derived from the Hebrew scriptures. The Jews believed that the word of God had been spoken and that the will of God had been lived in particular times and places within human history. So if I could present the person of Jesus in these biblical categories, perhaps my Jewish audience could hear some things in a way different from what they had traditionally thought Christians were saying about Jesus. Throughout Jewish sacred sources, particularly in the postexilic writings, there appeared the concept of messiah. In Hebrew the word for messiah was mashiach, which was translated into Greek with the word christos and into English with the word Christ. You are the Christ was the Christian affirmation uttered by Peter at Caesarea Philippi (Mark 8:29). But mashiach meant not some abstract belief about Jesus essence but rather the belief that Jesus was the life through whom the word of God had been spoken and the will of God had been lived out, a life in which the reality of God was experienced as present in history. In a striking way, the Jews had broadened their concept of messiah so that even Cyrus of the Persians was called mashiach in the book of Isaiah (45:1),3 because the Jewish people discerned that the will of God was being accomplished in history through the life of this man who knew neither the Torah nor even the name of Yahweh.

  
In response to the rabbis questions on that Sabbath eve, I asserted, The Bible never says in a simplistic way that Jesus is God. Jesus prays to God in the Gospels. He is not talking to himself. Jesus dies on the cross. It makes no sense to say that the holy God died. The Bible only says that what God is, Jesus is; that God is met in Jesus; that to see Jesus is in some sense to see God. I was pleased with both my answer and with the response of my Jewish audience. It was, however, a theological distinction far too subtle for the secular press to grasp.

  
Jesus Is Not God, Rector Asserts was the headline greeting readers of the Richmond Times Dispatch the next day, and the debate was on. Letters to the editor defending Jesus divinity against this heretical priest flooded that newspaper for at least six weeks. St. Pauls Church was picketed by placard-carrying members of the Janke Road Baptist Church, protesting Jesus demotion. The conservative church press, led by the crusty editor of The Living Church, Carroll Simcox, and Perry Laukhuff, the right-wing editor of a now-defunct newsletter entitled The Certain Trumpet, took up the challenge.

  
This event occurred during a time of great upheaval in the Episcopal Church, when women were demanding access to ordi
          nation. In protest against the slow bureaucratic church decision-making process, women had been ordained irregularly in Philadelphia in 1974 and in Washington in 1975. An enormous amount of anger against these changes was flowing from conservative advocates, who wished to purge the church of those who broke rank with the historic faith and practice of an all-male Christian priesthood. The bishop of the Diocese of Virginia, Robert B. Hall, was known to be sympathetic to ordaining women. When one of the irregularly ordained women concelebrated the Eucharist in a church of that diocese with Bishop Hall in the congregation, he responded to his critics by claiming that his eyes were closed in prayer so that he did not see the presence of the offending woman. Conservatives were not pleased. So the combination of this liberal bishop, who would not uphold the churchs ban against women, with this liberal priest in dialogue with Jewish people caused the right-wing religious press to refer to conservative Virginia as a disaster area. The Diocese of Virginia had never been so significantly honored before.

  
This debate had just begun to cool down when I was elected Bishop of Newark on March 6, 1976. Now the rector who denied that Jesus was God would be one of the ruling bishops of the church. It was more than the likes of Simcox and Laukhuff could manage. So they mounted a national campaign to prevent my election from being confirmed. Quotations from This Hebrew Lord were lifted from its pages and circulated widely to every bishop and to the members of every diocesan standing committee in the United States. Assisted by the Reverend Dr. Philip Cato, I wrote a careful and reasoned response to these rather reckless charges. It did not help. A new Bishop Pike is being born, the press asserted. One diocese, West Virginia, where I had declined a year earlier to be a candidate for bishop, now decided I was not fit to be a bishop anywhere. Yet, when the votes were cast, I was overwhelmingly confirmed, with only seven standing committees actually voting no. The effect of that campaign, however, was, first, that the sales of This Hebrew Lord spiked and, second, that I entered the House of Bishops better known than bishops who had been in that house for decades. The reputation as controversial, heretical, even as a nonbeliever, has never departed from the minds of my critics.

  
A book that I published in 1983, entitled Into the Whirlwind: The Future of the Church,4 contained all of the seeds of my future work. I called on the Christian Church to enter the knowledge revolution, the sexual revolution, and the revolution against tribal identity and prejudices in a radically interdependent modern world. But because this volume was still in the realm of the theoretical and the speculative, it did not fan the embers of the dormant controversy. It also sold fewer than twenty thousand copies and so was little noticed.

  
All of that changed in the late eighties when the issue of the churchs discrimination against gay and lesbian people came to a head. In 1987 the Diocese of Newark became the first diocese in the Anglican Communion to call on the church officially to end its homophobic practices and to be honest about ordaining qualified gay and lesbian candidates to the priesthood. This diocese also asked the church to take whatever action might be necessary to free its clergy to bless publicly the sacred commitments of gay and lesbian couples. In 1988 I published a book designed to call the church to a new awareness of these sexual issues. It was entitled Living in Sin?: A Bishop Rethinks Human Sexuality. On December 16, 1989, responding to my own study and to the recommendation of the decision-making bodies of the Diocese of Newark, I proceeded to ordain to the priesthood a man who for about five years had lived in a publicly acknowledged, committed relationship with his male partner. He was a seminary graduate who also possessed the glowing endorsement of his theological faculty. The issue was theoretical no longer.

  

    Once again the fury of the religious right was loosed. The catalyst was, of course, this gay ordination, but in the attempt to discredit me in any way possible, the old theological issues were raised over and over again. The implication was that this kind of action should be expected from one who is theologically suspect. From that day to this, the drumbeat of hostility from conservative, fundamentalist, and evangelical circles has been my daily bread. It reached a climax when the assistant bishop of the Diocese of Newark and thus my partner in the episcopal office, the Right Reverend Walter Righter, was officially charged with heresy in 1996. His crime was that, in 1990, acting on my behalf and with my authority, he had ordained to the diaconate the Reverend Barry Stopfel, an openly gay man who lived with his life partner, the Reverend Will Leckie. I had ordained this man to the priesthood a year after his diaconal ordination in a very public ceremony. But when the heresy charge was aimed, it was my associate and not me who was picked to receive it. Perhaps they felt that he would be an easier target or they simply did not want to give me so large a public forum.

  
During the years that separated that first gay ordination and the heresy trial for Bishop Righter, I continued my writing career and pressed the theological boundaries of the traditional understanding of Christianity. In 1990 I published what is still my best-selling book, Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism in which, among many other significant positions, I suggested that perhaps the thorn in the flesh that plagued Paul, that power to which his body said yes even when his mind said no, was that he was himself a deeply repressed, self-rejecting gay man. In 1992 I published Born of a Woman, in which I raised the possibility that the birth narratives of Jesus found in Matthew and Luke were created to cover the charge, surely raised by first-century critics of Christianity, that Jesus was illegitimate. There are hints of that charge scattered throughout the Gospel texts like unexploded land mines, if one knows how to read those texts. I also speculated on the possibility that Jesus might have been married to Mary Magdalene. A significant amount of New Testament data certainly points to the reality of that theory. The deepest resistance to such a suggestion, I discovered, also comes from those whose image of a woman is so negative that they cannot imagine that a divine Christ would ever associate intimately with a polluting woman. My speculation was thus an exercise in consciousness-raising.

  
In 1994 when Resurrection: Myth or Reality? came out, I faced the fact that viewing the resurrection of Jesus as a physical resuscitation was a late developing tradition in early Christianity. I sought to demonstrate that primitive Christianity as represented by Paul, Mark, and I would also argue, Matthew5 made no such claims and that the original burst of life that accompanied the birth of Christianity was not dependent on this orthodox theory.

  
In 1996, in Liberating the Gospels,6 I contended that the authors of the synoptic Gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, were not eyewitnesses, nor were these Gospels even based primarily on eyewitness memories of the life of Jesus. Rather, these Gospels were liturgical works organized against the background of the Jewish liturgical year. Therefore, they must not be literalized, but their meaning must be probed from within that Jewish context.

  
The publication of each book resurrected anew the theological debates. Newspaper journalists returned to the common information pool and rewrote the stories of previous controversies with a particular twist. My suggestion that Paul might have been a repressed gay man became a dogmatic assertion. My question about why the birth narratives were originally written was turned into a statement that Mary had been raped. My attempt to probe the origins of the resurrection narratives was changed into the accusation that I denied the truth of the resurrection. My analysis of the organizing principle behind the synoptic tradition was turned into the charge that I did not believe the Bible at all. The culmination of this kind of journalism came in 1997 when the Edinburgh (Scotland) Evening Newspaper, in a long feature article, called me the most radical bishop in the world.

  
Each of these books, however, found an enthusiastic audience of seeking lay people, who were willing to be carried far beyond the distortions of these scare headlines. Invitations to speak on these themes came from across the United States and throughout the world. The reception I was accorded lifted me into being one of the better-known religious authors in the English-speaking world. But I also found an increasing and unremitting hostility among certain groups of ordained people and among their fellow lay travelers in conservative, evangelical, and fundamentalist circles.

  
I have had a truth squad based at an evangelical theological college in Sydney follow me throughout Australia wherever I lectured, handing out their tracts and publications designed to mute my witness. I have lectured with guards protecting me in Calgary, Alberta. I have walked through shouting picket lines in San Diego, California, to deliver a lecture. I have endured a bomb threat at Catholic University in Brisbane, Queensland. I have been the recipient of sixteen death threats, all of which came from Bible-quoting true believers. Finally, I have been attacked in books from the religious right by such people as Alistair MacGrath, N. T. (Tom) Wright, and Luke Timothy Johnson and in a proposed monograph of essays called Can A Bishop Be Wrong?, edited by Peter Moore of the Trinity School for Ministry, an evangelical seminary in western Pennsylvania.

  

    All of these efforts had an effect. When the attacking books were published, which were revealingly hostile and without saving academic merit, my controversial reputation was solidified. I do not even seek to deny it any longer.

  
Actually, I am grateful for each of my critics. What they unwittingly did was to identify me as a resource for the religious seekers of our world who yearn to believe in God but who are also repelled by the premodern literalizations that so frequently masquerade as Christianity. My mail from these people has been unbelievable. I have tried to answer each letter, and in the process I have built an audience that has journeyed with me in my search for a way to be an honest and deeply committed believer in our day. I write this book for that audience. Like me, they are believers in exile.

  
As I pause to recognize those to whom I am indebted for this book, I think back especially to the influence of three of my chief mentors and teachers. The first was John Elbridge Hines, the presiding bishop of the Episcopal (Anglican) Church in the United States from 1964 to 1973, who exhibited the courage of his convictions sufficient to lead Christianity to places it had never been before and who had the grace and integrity to undergo vilification without responding in negativity. John Hines was an institutional man, and though he possessed a brilliant mind, he did not have time to pursue biblical and theological issues in great depth. However, more than any ecclesiastical figure in my knowledge, he pushed his church into real dialogue with the real world.

  
The second was John A. T. Robinson, the English bishop of the 1960s and 1970s who was the author of the surprise best-seller Honest to God. This man forged the rare path that I have walked by trying to combine his career as a bishop with his career as a scholar and a writer. He also inspired me through our personal relationship to take up this task as he was laying it down. I am grateful that my wife, Christine, and I have been able to stay in touch with John Robinsons widow, Ruth, and with his brother, Edward, over the years. As a matter of fact, I sat at John Robinsons desk at Arncliffe in North Yorkshire in June of 1997 to work out the chapter on prayer in this book while Chris and I were Ruths guests in the Robinsons home. That experience brought to me a new realization of how deep my debt to John Robinson really is as I continue his honest quest to reconcile authentic Christian faith with knowledge and awareness.

  
The final mentor that I must mention is Michael D. Goulder, retired professor from the University of Birmingham in the United Kingdom. He is also the only New Testament scholar I know who now claims to be an atheist and who resigned both his priesthood and his membership in the church when he felt that he could no longer be part of that faith community whose god was too small to be God for him and his world. Michael stands as a symbol of those people whom the church can never seem to stretch its boundaries wide enough to include. But more than perhaps he has realized, he has opened windows to new vistas of God for me.

  
I have also spent some quality time with Don Cupitt of Emmanuel College, Cambridge; Keith Ward, of Christ Church, Oxford; the various members of the Jesus Seminar; English/Australian physicist Paul Davies; world-renowned author Karen Armstrong; the New Zealand Presbyterian heretic and professor Lloyd Geering; as well as many others whose thought and work have moved me to explore the areas that I discuss in this book. Surprisingly, to some of my mentors, like Cupitt and Goulder, I am a hopeless conservative for remaining committed to the church and the Christian faith. To others, like Robinson, Armstrong, and Ward, I am a fellow pilgrim. None of them, however, will be surprised when I call myself a believer in exile.

  
When all is said and done, I write out of my faith commitment as a Christian and not in an attempt to create controversy. But where this faith has been corrupted into literalized propositional statements, I have become its exposer and its critic. I have come to see the controversy that ensues not as negative and not even as destructive to the church. I regard it rather as a positive sign of health and vitality. It represents a faith tradition in ferment, simultaneously dying and being resurrected. It reveals the willingness to explore the truth of God without seeking to protect God from the disturbance of new insights. It arises out of the sense that God must be worshiped with the mind as well as the heart. It also reveals that any god who is threatened by new truth from any source is clearly dead already. Such a deceased god needs to be snatched away from threatened believers so that the anxiety of a god vacuum at the heart of some peoples lives will drive them into honesty and integrity as either believers or nonbelievers. There is no hope for the revival of worship so long as an idol lives undisturbed in the place reserved for a living God.

  
Clifford L. Stanley, one of my theology professors almost forty-five years ago, was fond of saying, Any god who can be killed ought to be killed. The theological seminary in which I was trained had as its motto, Seek the truth come whence it may, cost what it will.7 I have tried to follow both the words of my teacher and the motto of my seminary quite closely. So I speak today to my audience of seekers and searchers, to those who are either members of the church alumni association or who still hang onto their Christian identity by the skin of their teeth. I also speak to those lay people who have come to believe that their own sense of honesty requires them to close their minds to most of what they hear in church on Sunday mornings. I speak to those who have been taught that to engage in worship requires that they never raise questions. These are my companions on this journey, the ones with whom I seek dialogue. To them I issue the biblical invitation: Come now, let us reason together, says the Lord (Isa. 1:18). They are the ones who seem to understand that Christianity must change or die.

  
I am grateful to many people who assisted me in the preparation of this manuscript. First, I express my thanks to the clergy and people of the Diocese of Newark, who have undergirded, encouraged, and supported my writing vocation within the context of my episcopal career, now in its twenty-third year of life. The content of this book first appeared in public in a series of diocesan lectures given at Christ Church, Ridgewood, New Jersey, where the Reverend Margaret Gunness is rector and the Reverend David Ware was the associate on the first occasion and the Reverend John Thompson-Quartey is presently the associate; at Grace Church in Madison, New Jersey, where the Reverend Lauren Ackland is rector and the Reverend Wesley Wubbenhorst was the assistant; and at St. Lukes Church in Montclair, New Jersey, where the Reverend Robert Schiesler is rector and the Reverend Jill McNish is the assistant. It was also made public in Edmonton and Calgary in a series of lectures sponsored by the United Church of Canada, a faith community I greatly admire.

  
Much of this books final form was written while on sabbatical leave, which was a great gift given to me by my wonderful diocese. I spent part of that sabbatical in the library of the University of Edinburgh in Scotland and was greatly assisted in that endeavor by the library staff as well as by the primus of the Episcopal Church in Scotland, the Most Reverend Richard Holloway, his assistant, Ms. Pat McBryde, and one of his clergy, the Reverend James Wynn-Evans.

  
The other part of that sabbatical I spent as a visiting scholar at Oxford University, where the Bodleian Library was made available to me, and again the kindness of the staff was greatly appreciated. That Oxford stay was made possible by Keith and Marian Ward of Christ Church in Oxford. Keith is Regius Professor of Divinity at Oxford and was especially helpful to me in checking original sources. Talking to Keith Ward is like encountering an encyclopedia of knowledge. Marians academic credentials are also impressive.

  
I am much in debt to two other people: first to Christine Mary Spong, who is far more to me than just a very special wife. She is also an outstanding editor. She travels with me everywhere I go. In the lectures that I am privileged to give around the world, she hears my thoughts being born and then witnesses them maturing and becoming a permanent part of who I am. She listens to the reactions of my various audiences and helps me to clarify my concepts. She edits my monthly newspaper column. When my lectures have been videotaped for public use as educational aids, she has been the primary editor and producer of those videos.8 Better than anyone else, she knows when my material sings and when it does not. She also has a special gift with words and a sense of how a sentence can be transformed from the mundane to the exciting. Christine seeks to bring the written word into an approximate correspondence with the verbal word so that the excitement present in a speech can also leap off a page. I love her beyond measure, and I also admire her enormously as a coworker and a partner in ministry. She is a rare and wonderful combination. I salute her with gratitude.

  
The second person is Lyn Conrad, my executive secretary, whose word processor accomplished miracles while this book evolved from lectures into chapters. This is the second book on which Lyn has worked with me, and her patience with endless revisions, her ability to check out factual details, and her encouragement as each chapter has unfolded have given me the ability to forge ahead. I am also grateful to her husband, David, who must receive her home some evenings exhausted and frazzled.

  
The members of the core staff of our diocese also have had their work increased because of my second career as an author. I am grateful that they seem to think that the pluses in this have outweighed the minuses. This small and wonderful group of colleagues, each of whom is also a good friend, includes my partner in the episcopal office, our bishop suffragan, the Right Reverend Jack Marston McKelvey; our chief financial officer, Mr. John George Zinn; our administrative officer, Mr. Michael Francaviglia; our personnel, congregational development, and public relations officer, Ms. Dale Gruner, and our dean, the Very Reverend Petero Sabune.

  
The other members of our staff who share our building at 31 Mulberry Street in downtown Newark include the Reverend Richard Bardusch, Cecil Broner, Sandonna Bryant, Rupert Cole, Gail Deckenbach, the Reverend Larry Falkowski, David Farrand, Charles Hayes, Barbara Haynesworth, the Reverend Elizabeth Kaeton, Mary Knight, Carla Lerman, Barbara Lescota, Dennis Morterud, William Quinlan, Joyce Riley, Tim Russo, Lucy Sprague, Elizabeth Stone, Peter VanBrunt, and Johanna Young.

  
Finally, I am grateful to my family. Beyond my wife, Christine, there are our married children: Ellen Spong and her husband, Gus Epps; Katharine Spong and her husband, Jack Catlett; Jaquelin Spong and her husband, Todd Hylton; as well as the four wonderful grandchildren that they have presented to us: Shelby Catlett and John (Jay) Catlett, John Lanier Hylton, and Lydia Ann Hylton. Then there are our unmarried son and daughter, Brian and Rachel Barney, to whom this book is dedicated. Brian is preparing to enter medical school, and Rachel is an officer and pilot in the United States Marine Corps. All of these family members contribute to making our lives very blessed and happy. Lastly, I salute our mothers, Doolie Boyce Griffith Spong, who is in the ninety-second year of her life, and Ina Chase Bridger, who is afraid someone might suggest that she is approaching ninety. She isnt! She is a sprightly seventy-plus and is a delight. I sometimes marvel at just how much love surrounds my life. It is centered in this incredible family.


 
  

    
John Shelby Spong

Newark, 1998






		
			
				
					
						ONE
					

					On Saying the Christian Creed with Honesty

				

				
					
						
							W
						e believe in God

					Beginning with these words, the corporate faith of the Christian Church finds expression in the phrases of what it calls the Apostles Creed. That we who believe in God is made up of many individuals. I am one of them.

					I define myself above all other things as a believer. I am indeed a passionate believer. God is the ultimate reality in my life. I live in a constant and almost mystical awareness of the divine presence. I sometimes think of myself as one who breathes the very air of God or, to borrow an image from the East, as one who swims in the infinite depths of the sea of God. Like the psalmist of old, I have the sense of Gods inescapableness.
							1
						 I am what I would call a God-intoxicated human being. Yet, when I seek to put my understanding of this God into human words, my certainty all but disappears. Human words always contract and diminish my God awareness. They never expand it.

					The God I know is not concrete or specific. This God is rather shrouded in mystery, wonder, and awe. The deeper I journey into this divine presence, the less any literalized phrases, including the phrases of the Christian creed, seem relevant. The God I know can only be pointed to; this God can never be enclosed by propositional statements.

					The words of the Apostles Creed, and its later expansion known as the Nicene Creed, were fashioned inside a worldview that no longer exists. Indeed, it is quite alien to the world in which I live. The way reality was perceived when the Christian creeds were formulated has been obliterated by the expansion of knowledge. That fact is so obvious that it hardly needs to be spoken. If the God I worship must be identified with these ancient creedal words in any literal sense, God would become for me not just unbelievable, but in fact no longer worthy of being the subject of my devotion. I am not alone in this conclusion. Indeed, I am one of a countless host of modern men and women for whom traditional religious understandings have lost most of their ancient power. We are that silent majority of believers who find it increasingly difficult to remain members of the Church and still be thinking people. The Church does not encourage us in this task. That institution seems increasingly brittle and therefore not eager to relate to its creeds as a set of symbols that must be broken open so that the concept of God can be embraced by new possibilities.

					Institutional Christianity seems fearful of inquiry, fearful of freedom, fearful of knowledgeindeed, fearful of anything except its own repetitious propaganda, which has its origins in a world that none of us any longer inhabits. The Church historically has been willing to criticize, marginalize, or even expel its most creative thinkers. The list would stretch from Origen through Erasmus to Hans Kng. This institution seems far more eager to expend its energy defending its limited truth than to see its holy words for what they aremere pointers toward the reality that limited words always distort and can never finally capture. This simple conclusion becomes inescapable as soon as the creeds themselves begin to spell out their affirmations and our questions shout to be heard.

					The opening phrase of the Apostles Creed speaks first of God as the Father Almighty. Both of these words offend me deeply. Here the mystery that I treasure in God begins to be filled with limiting cultural definitions. The word Father is such a human wordso male, so dated.
							2
						 It elicits the traditional God images of the old man who lives just beyond the sky. It shouts of the masculinity of the deity, a concept that has been used for thousands of years to justify the oppression of women by religious institutions. That history and that practice repel me today. The Christian Church at times has gone so far as to debate whether women actually had souls and whether girl babies ought to be baptized. That Church universally relegated women to clearly defined secondary roles until the latter years of the twentieth century, when that sexist prejudice began to dissipate. Even the recent ecclesiastical breakthrough in some faith communities, which has allowed women to be pastors, priests, and bishops, is embraced by only a small minority of the Christians of the world. The Church dedicated to the worship of a God who was called Father has consistently justified its rampant discrimination against women as the will of this patriarchal deity or, at the very least, as something idolatrously called the unchanging sacred tradition of the Church. I do not care to worship a God defined by masculinity. I am no longer tolerant of gatherings where all the participants are men, sitting in a solemn assembly, clothed in their ecclesiastical dress, and acting as if they can determine what a woman may do morally with her own body. I have no interest in being part of an institution that is so deeply biased against women and intends to stay that way.

					The word Almighty is equally troubling. Almighty has been translated theologically by the Church into such concepts as omnipotence (all-powerful) and omniscience (all-knowing). These two understandings constitute a provocative and disturbing claim. By attributing omnipotence to God, one also attributes to the deity the power to remedy any wrong or to prevent any disaster. Yet wrongs and disasters continue to be a part of life. Religious thinkers have danced around these realities since the dawn of time. The traditional arguments about free will and the virtues developed through suffering are today so weak and so unconvincing. To attribute to God omnipotent power in our world is thus logically to assert that the God who possesses this power must have chosen not to use it. The only real alternatives to this conclusion are found in asserting that God is limited, uncaring, malevolent, or nonexistent. None of these alternatives is very satisfactory. It was the playwright Archibald MacLeish who said, If God is God, he is not good. If God is good, he is not God!
							3
						 The problem of evil simply cannot be solved by those pious claims of antiquity. Yet people continue to use this creedal language and to call God Almighty. Perhaps they simply do not raise these real but difficult questions.

					When we define Gods almighty nature in terms of being all-knowing or omniscient, other equally difficult issues arise. The Bible, the Churchs sacred textbook, portrays the God of antiquity as acting in ways that violate both our knowledge and our sensibilities today. If an all-knowing God had really made many of the assumptions that the Bible makes, then this God would be revealed as hopelessly ignorant. For many biblical assumptions are today dismissed as quite simply wrong. Sickness, for example, does not result from sin being punished. Nor does a cure result from our prayers for Gods intervention or from the sense that we have been sufficiently chastised so that the punishment of our sickness might cease. In the disciplines of medicine, we deal today with viruses, bacteria, leukemia,
							4
						 and tumors. God, called in the creeds almighty, appears in our time to have little or nothing to do with either our sicknesses or our cures. In our generation, we attack viruses, germs, leukemia, and tumors not with appeals to an almighty God, but with drugs, chemotherapy, and surgery. To appeal only to the almighty power of our God in the face of these crises of the human experience would be regarded as naive in the world that we inhabit. That is just one of the vast changes in the perception of reality that separates our world from the world in which the creeds were written.

					Epilepsy and mental illness also are no longer understood to result from demon possession, even though Jesus was portrayed in the Bible as believing that they did (Mark 5:8 and 9:25). Once again, honesty requires that we confront the Bibles limited grasp on truth. No doctor would treat an epileptic child today by ordering the demon out of him or her in the name of God. Religious people defend these tenets of creedal orthodoxy by saying that God expects us today to use our brains and the new knowledge that is available to us. But it is the very newness of that knowledge that the Church has resisted, fought against, and condemned through the centuries. Almost every medical breakthrough has been opposed by Christian leaders as a diminishment of Gods power or as an attack on the divine capacity to control life by being able to punish sin with sickness.

					Timothy Dwight, a Presbyterian divine and the president of Yale University from 1795 to 1817, was one of the acknowledged religious and intellectual leaders in the United States in his era. He preached passionately against the newly developing medical invention called vaccination. If God had decreed from all eternity,President Dwight asserted, that a certain person should die of smallpox, it would be a frightful sin to avoid and annul that decree by the trick of vaccination.
							5
						 Such words amaze us today, but they arose out of the same mentality that created the creeds. When cures for disease began to be found in drugs and surgery, power was immediately drained from the Church and from the status of the clergy. No longer could either church leaders or clergy pretend that they alone possessed the divine ability to interpret every event in life as either a deserved blessing or a curse. In retrospect, the almighty quality of God, interpreted in terms of Gods all-knowing capacity, has been successfully challenged. So what then does the creedal word almighty mean? Is it still a usable concept to apply to God?

					What is true in the area of human disease is equally true in our understanding of those things we once named acts of God but that we now tend to call natural disasters (except in insurance policies). I refer to such phenomena as hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes, volcanoes, floods, and drought. Today we predict and chart these occurrences with remarkable efficiency and with absolutely no reference to God whatsoever. The almighty power that we once attributed to God no longer seems to be responsible for these disasters, nor is that divine power invoked in this generation to bring them to an end. Hurricanes and earthquakes, floods and droughts all seem to follow natural patterns until their fury is exhausted. If the Almighty One is not deemed capable by modern people of stopping these phenomena, then once again we need to ask about the meaning of the word almighty when it is applied to God. Does it have some poetic meaning that we no longer understand? It is true that a popular televangelist once claimed credit for praying a hurricane away from a path that would have threatened his television empire. Aside from the self-serving nature of such an incredible claim, one wonders how those people into whose path the evangelist supposedly directed the hurricane felt about the efficacy of this mans prayers and about the implied sense of Gods valuation of them. I would have been more impressed if the purpose of those prayers had been to still the violent winds. It seems that this option did not occur to the evangelical showman. The fact remains that so much of what was once attributed to divine power we now explain with no reference to God whatsoever, and any understanding that linked these natural phenomena with human behavior and thus with human deserving has been totally broken.

					Other aspects of the almightyness of God found in the Bible are also notably missing from the expectations of people living in this modern world. The Bible suggested that this almighty God had the ability to rain bread called manna from heaven upon the favored people to save them from starvation in the wilderness (Exod. 16). But there appears to be no such divine rescue of starving people in our time; at least no heavenly bread falls upon them. In our generation starving people in Somalia, Rwanda, and in the region of the world known as the sub-Sahara simply die, unless human relief operations are mounted.

					This almighty deity also appeared, in the sacred text, to have had a not-so-noble political and moral agenda. The biblical God is portrayed as having had the power to split the Red Sea to allow the chosen ones to walk through on dry land (Exod. 14:1-22) and as stopping the sun in the sky to allow the people of Israel more time to achieve a military victory over the Amorites (Josh. 10:12). But in this same sacred text, that Red Sea was also closed by this God just in time to drown the hated Egyptians (Exod. 14:23-31), and that sun was finally allowed to set as soon as the slaughter of the wicked Amorites was complete (Josh. 10:13). What kind of almighty power is this? Is it even ethical? Is one capable of worshiping so capricious a deity who appears to embody the worst of our human tribal and political hatreds? So what do we mean, then, when we call God almighty in the Christian creed? Does any one of us really believe that? Yet can a God who is not capable of acting in this world in either of these traditional ways be more than a pale shadow of what God was once thought to be? Could anyone worship a God dismissed as impotent?

					As awesome as these issues are, our problems with the creed do not stop there. Next, this statement of faith calls God the creator of heaven and earth. What is heaven? Where is heaven? It is clear that in this ancient world the heaven that God created was thought of as Gods home, and it was located beyond the sky. But those of us in this generation know that the sky is neither the roof of the world nor the floor of heaven. So what are we referring to when we assert that this almighty God created heaven? Are we talking about that almost infinite universe that no one living knew anything about when the Bible was written?

					To ascribe to God the power to have created the earth also presents modern men and women with difficulties. We can now date the birth of this planet, rather accurately, by radioactive particles to be four and one-half to five billion years old. The biblical understanding of creation placed the birth of this world at a point a little more than six thousand years ago. That was the calculation arrived at by Bishop James Ussher of Ireland from biblical data. We now know that this biblical estimate represents only .00000012 of our known geological age. If the history of this planet were to be put on a twenty-four-hour clock from its beginning to the present, human life would appear only in the last few milliseconds or nanoseconds before midnight. There is also no scientific confidence today that human life was either the purpose or is the end of the creative process. Human beings feel so fragile and so accidental as these insights cascade in upon us. A world brought into being almost five billion years ago, and in which human life did not appear until almost yesterday, makes the creator seem distant and unreachable, indeed perhaps unreal. At the very least, whatever understanding we might have of creation today is surely different from the ideas of those who wrote the book that the Christians continue to call the word of God. So inevitably, when members of this generation think about the origins of our universe, we do not bring biblical content, at least in any literal way, to our understanding of that universe. In what sense, then, is God the creator of heaven or the creator of the earth? Is that simply metaphoric? Yet these words still appear in this creed. So what do they mean to us, and can we still use them with integrity?

					We believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.

					A sense of relief comes over our questioning souls when we arrive at this part of the creed. At least Jesus is more historically specific than God. We can imagine him, embrace him, and describe him in the words of our world. He is real. He lived in history at a particular time and place. Historical people, like Herod and Pontius Pilate, who can be documented from other sources, appear in his story. His name was Jesus of Nazareth. One can visit that village even today. Yet this relief at the specificity of Jesus is quickly tempered when the other creedal affirmations about this Jesus begin to be heard. He is first called Gods only son. Does that mean that none of the rest of us is or can be the son or the daughter of God? That kind of exclusive claim has been made throughout the ages with great power by the Christian Church. It is part of our religious mentality, no matter how limited and ungodlike it makes God seem to be. This phrase also seems to suggest that none of the other religious systems of the world can offer its people a point of connection with the divine. Many Christians have also made exactly that claim, and its effect for centuries has been to fuel a quite unholy attitude of religious imperialism. This arrogant claim also denies our own modern experience. I have surely met holiness in Jews, Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists, which I am not willing either to deny or to denigrate. So what does the phrase Gods only son mean to those of us who cannot and will not be bound by the religious prejudices of the past?

					He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary. Certainly if that phrase is to be understood literally, it violates everything we know about biology. Do we not yet recognize that all virgin birth talesand there have been many in human historyare legendary? They are human attempts to suggest that humanity alone did not have the ability to produce a life like the one being described. All virgin birth stories, including the ones about Jesus, were fully discredited as biological truths by the discovery in 1724 of the existence of an egg cell. That discovery meant that the woman could no longer be regarded simply as the passive receptacle for the seed of the male, which is the implication of these narratives. Divinity thus could no longer be said to enter her offspring as a divine gift without being compromised by her own humanity. The woman from that moment on had to be recognized as a cocreator, an equal genetic participant in the procreation of every life. The primary assumption in the biblical story of the virgin birthnamely, that Jesus divine nature came to him directly from God through his mothers impregnation by the Holy Spiritis a hopelessly sexist idea born in a totally patriarchal world that denied the womans contribution to every new life. The story of Jesus birth, when literalized, is now seen to be filled with the stuff of legends into the basic Christian creed and for most of the years of the Churchs life has treated these phrases as literally true. In our day, the advances in our knowledge have rendered these phrases nonsensical whenever the assumption is made that they describe some objective truth. So how do we continue to say those words with integrity? Or do we?

					
    Not only was the entry of Jesus into this world held to be abnormal by the biblical writers, but the creed goes on to suggest that his exit was abnormal as well. He ascended into heaven, we say, making the cycle of the divine round trip from Jesus original home in heaven complete. Like the stories of his virgin birth, the stories of Jesus literal ascension have been equally discredited by the expansion of knowledge. The biblical account of Jesus return to heaven was based upon the ancient idea that the sky was the abode of God and that it was up. A literal ascension makes no sense to those of us who live on this side of Copernicus, Galileo, and the space age. Indeed, the very word up is a meaningless concept in our time. When citizens of China and the United States point upward, they are pointing in diametrically opposite directions. Up is a spatial image. It reflects the assumption that the flat earth is the center of the universe, and, as such, it is incomprehensible to the modern mind. Today, if one could rise from this earth in an upward trajectory and go far enough, that person would not arrive in heaven but would rather achieve an orbit or, by escaping the gravitational pull of the earth, would journey into the
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