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Preface





In January of 1989 I appeared on ABC's “Good Morning America” show to be interviewed by host Charles Gibson. I had made a public speech earlier that month in which I had raised questions about how we Christians could continue to call the Bible the Word of God when many of its passages reflected facts that twentieth-century Christians simply do not acknowledge as true and attitudes that twentieth-century Christians do not share.


In ABC's desire to present a counter point of view, Jerry Falwell, a well-known television evangelist, was also invited to participate in this discussion. The interview was set for the normal segment of five and a half minutes. However, when the discussion was interrupted for a commercial, Charles Gibson immediately canceled his next scheduled guest and ordered the dialogue to go on for an additional segment of five and a half minutes. An eleven-minute segment on one of these national morning television talk shows is very rare indeed. We clearly had touched a vital nerve in the religious soul of this nation and were debating a question that interested many.


Following this interview I wrote Jerry Falwell with the idea that he join me in a series of national debates on the Bible. I suggested to him that a debate between the two of us on the Bible had the potential to excite this nation and to turn our people anew toward serious reading of Holy Scripture. Jerry Falwell was not impressed by this proposal and responded, not personally but through the media, that “he did not want to lift me out of my anonymity.” I was not surprised, for Jerry is not well equipped for such a debate.


A lesser-known evangelist, John Ankerberg, did, however, accept the challenge, and we had three hours of debate that played across the nation on cable television in six thirty-minute segments in the fall of 1989. The response to these public media opportunities convinced both me and my publisher that a book on these issues would meet a very present need in the religious life of this nation and perhaps in the Western Christian world.


There are many well written and even brilliant works of biblical scholarship available to the clergy, the scholars, and the academicians. There are many tracts, pamphlets, and books from the pens of fundamentalist Christians designed to defend biblical inerrancy and to shore up sagging weaknesses in the defensive armor of the literalists. There are, however, few volumes that take seriously the current levels of biblical scholarship and make that scholarship available in an understandable form to the average lay person who sits in the pews of our churches or to that person who wants to be a Christian but who does not find in his or her church a sufficient reason to invest life in that institution.


Most Christians who are generally unaware of this scholarship seem to believe that they must either be biblical literalists or admit that the Bible contains nothing of value for them. I am convinced that there is another alternative, that intelligence does not have to be a casualty of church life, that God can be worshiped with our minds, and even that biblical ignorance is unworthy of a disciple of Jesus Christ. It is my desire to make that alternative universally available. I want to place the biblical and theological debates that are commonplace among scholars at the disposal of the typical churchgoer.


So it was that the idea of this book was born under the encouragement of both my editor, Jan Johnson, and my publisher, Clayton Carlson at HarperSanFrancisco. For the next two years, my study life was reorganized around this task. The result has been not only the completion of this volume but an ever-deepening renewal of my love for Holy Scripture and my search for that elusive truth of God that lies beneath the literal words of that sacred text. In many ways I have Jerry Falwell to thank for these gifts to me.


I also wish to thank Charles Gibson and the staff of ABC's “Good Morning America” for sensing a story in this discussion and for risking a religious controversy in order to bring that story to their audience.


As this book developed, I tested its material in various places around the country. St. Barnabas' Episcopal Church on Bainbridge Island in the state of Washington invited me to be their “scholar in residence” in the summer of 1989. For a period of time, I sat on a deck above the magnificent Puget Sound with books scattered about me, writing great chunks of this manuscript. In exchange for their hospitality, I also lectured on this material to the members of this congregation and any of the Bainbridge Island public who cared to attend. There was tremendous interest. More than one hundred people attended these lectures on weeknights in July! The response of the people of Bainbridge Island convinced me anew that such a book was not only desired but badly needed.


My special thanks go to the Episcopal bishops of that part of the State of Washington, Robert Cochrane and Vincent Warner, for their welcome of me as a teacher into their diocese. I also thank the past and present rectors of that church, the Reverend David L. Heaney and the Reverend Joseph J. Tiernan, for inviting me to that exquisitely beautiful spot on not one but two occasions, and the adult education committee, headed by Linda Fullerton, Christine Shrader, and Barry Mills, who designed the scholar-in-residence program.


I also tested this material in a Lenten series of addresses at my former parish, St. Paul's Church in Richmond, Virginia, at the invitation of the Reverend Canon Robert Heatherington, rector, and the Right Reverend Peter Lee, bishop of Virginia.


I worked further on this manuscript and preached and lectured out of its content at The Church at Point O'Woods, New York. This quiet summer community, where I have been the guest pastor for over ten years, has been an oasis of tranquillity for me in my swirling and controversial life as a bishop. For that gift of peace I am most grateful.


To the clergy and people of the Episcopal Church in the Diocese of Newark, I express both my thanks and my gratitude for the opportunity they have given me to serve them as their bishop. This community of faith has inspired me almost daily to pursue my calling as a bishop who dares to take seriously the scholarly teaching function of the episcopacy. I do not know any Christians anywhere who live out so consistently their baptismal vows to “seek Christ in all people” and to “respect the dignity of every human being.” I salute them as my partners in the journey of faith, which I believe to be nothing less than a journey into the reality of God. I especially want to acknowledge the Reverend John Branson and the Reverend Elizabeth Wigg-Maxwell of St. Paul's Church in Chatham, New Jersey, and the Reverend Richard Shimpfky and the Reverend Bonnie Perry of Christ Church in Ridgewood, New Jersey, who hosted lectures that I gave as part of the New Dimensions lecture series, which made public the content of this book for the first time in our diocese.


I also acknowledge my debt to my close friend and mentor the Right Reverend John Elbridge Hines, the former presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church, who has been my “father in God” for more than twenty-five years, and whose wise counsel I have received in weekly telephone calls and semiannual visits since I was elected bishop.


Over the last three years, as a gift to me from the Diocese of Newark, I have been privileged to enjoy a sabbatical study month each February. I have spent that month first at Union Theological Seminary in New York, then at Yale Divinity School in New Haven, and finally at Harvard Divinity School in Cambridge. My thanks go to the deans at each of these institutions, to the faculties, to the librarians, and to the students, all of whom enriched my life and opened my mind during these refreshing study times.


My associates on the core staff of our diocese have also played a major part in this publication, and to them I am deeply grateful. That core group includes the former Christine Mary Barney (to whom, under another name, this book is dedicated), the Right Reverend Walter C. Righter and his wife, Jane; the Venerable James William Henry Sell and his wife, Ellen; the Venerable Leslie Carl Smith and his wife, Lois; and Mr. John George Zinn and his wife, Carol. These people live and work closely together in a vital and electric diocese, and I am proud to be identified with them. My vocation as an author has not made their lives simple or easy.


Other members of our staff to whom thanks are due include Marge Allenspach, Cecil Broner, Rupert Cole, Gail Deckenbach, Olga Hayes, Wendy Hinds, Kathryn King, Robert Lanterman, Barbara Lescota, Australia Lightfoot, Ginnie Maiella, William Quinlan, Lucy Sprague, Barry Stopfel, Philip Storm, and Elizabeth Stone.


I save one person for special mention. She is Wanda Corwin Hollenbeck, my executive secretary. In a very real way, this book is uniquely her book. Not only did she type, edit, and reedit it many times, but she was a source of enormous encouragement to me as the book developed. The words in the manuscript seemed to speak to Wanda more deeply than those of any book I've written on which she had previously worked. To find her excited by its content as each chapter rolled off her word processor, and to hear her proclaim that “this is the best thing you've ever written,” were for me moments along the way that made the task most enjoyable. I often wonder how my office or the Diocese of Newark ever functioned before Wanda joined our life in 1984. She brings to her position outstanding ability, personal integrity, and an incredible sensitivity. She and her husband, Richard, are among my close friends. No words are adequate to convey to her my deep appreciation.


Finally, I salute my family—my wife, Christine; my daughters, Ellen, Katharine, and Jaquelin, and their husbands, Gus Epps, Jack Catlett, and Todd Hylton, respectively; my grand-daughter, Katharine Shelby Catlett; my stepson and step-daughter, Brian and Rachel Barney; my mother, Doolie G. Spong; and my brother Will and sister Betty, all of whom surround my life with a sustaining love. Seldom has one person lived inside a more supportive family.


I write this book in the confidence that if I can succeed in lifting up the Christ so that this unique figure can be seen by people living in our century, then this Christ will complete the process by drawing all of God's people into that holy presence where God can be experienced as real. That, to me, is not only a worthy task for a Christian but it is also a biblical imperative. Shalom!

 

John Shelby Spong

Newark, New Jersey

January 1991
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1
A Preamble:
Sex Drove Me to the Bible







Sex drove me to the Bible!


This statement is literally true, but not in the sense that most would interpret it. In 1988 my book entitled Living in Sin? A Bishop Rethinks Human Sexuality was published by Harper and Row. In that book I was led to question traditional religious attitudes and traditional religious definitions on a wide variety of sexual issues, from homosexuality to premarital living arrangements. There was an immediate outcry from conservative religious circles in defense of something they called biblical morality.


 



Proof Texting and Prejudice



This appeal to the Bible to justify and to sustain an attitude that was clearly passing away had a very familiar ring to me. I grew up in America's segregated South with its rich evangelical biblical heritage. Time after time I heard the Bible quoted to justify segregation. I was told that Ham, Noah's son, had looked on Noah in his nakedness, and for this sin he had been cursed to servitude and slavery along with all his progeny (Gen. 9:25-27). It did not occur to those quoting this Scripture to raise questions about what kind of God was assumed in this verse, or whether or not they could worship such a God. Since they could not identify themselves with those who were the victims of this cruelty, the God to whom they ascribed this victimizing power did not appear to them to be seriously compromised.


It also did not seem to matter that this corporate condemnation of millions of people to servitude because of their ancestor's indiscretion might also contradict other parts of the sacred text. The prophet Ezekiel, for example, writes: “What do you mean by repeating this proverb concerning the land of Israel, ‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge’? As I live, says the Lord God, this proverb shall no more be used by you in Israel. Behold, all souls are mine; the soul of the father as well as the soul of the son is mine: the soul that sins shall die” (Ezek. 18:2-4). The only concern of the one who quoted the texts in my early life was to maintain that person's prejudice, to enable that person to avoid having to change destructive attitudes.


I lived in Lynchburg, Virginia, in the late 1960s, when independent Baptist preacher Jerry Falwell was just beginning his rise to national prominence. Intense racism was certainly in the air at that time, and Jerry Falwell played to these feelings as his popularity grew. To start a “Christian school” in that period of history was a popular response to the Supreme Court order to dismantle the segregated school system endemic to the South since the Civil War. Teachers in Falwell's school had to take an oath of conformity to biblical inerrancy, and by that same view of Scripture, Jerry Falwell could justify his emotional commitment to segregation, although, in fairness to Mr. Falwell, it needs to be said that he has moved away from these negative attitudes as the years have gone by.


It was in this period of history that the segregationist governor of Georgia, Lester Maddox, became a candidate for president of the United States and was supported by many southern fundamentalists. Maddox was a Georgia restaurateur who battled for his “constitutional right” to serve only a segregated public. He gave out ax handles at his restaurant as a hint of the way he thought those who wanted to desegregate public businesses might be discouraged from doing so.


With ease, many texts out of the Hebrew Scriptures could be quoted to justify the need for God's chosen people to keep themselves separate and apart from those judged to be unchosen, heathen, or evil. That was, and is, a major theme in the books of both Ezra and Nehemiah, for example (Ezra 10:12, 15; Neh. 13:1-3). Of course those texts could be countered by other texts to produce ambivalence or relativity in biblical truth, but fundamentalists could not tolerate this. Those whose religious security is rooted in a literal Bible do not want that security disturbed. They are not happy when facts challenge their biblical understanding or when nuances in the text are introduced or when they are forced to deal with either contradictions or changing insights. The Bible, as they understand it, shares in the permanence and certainty of God, convinces them that they are right, and justifies the enormous fear and even negativity that lie so close to the surface in fundamentalistic religion. For biblical literalists, there is always an enemy to be defeated in mortal combat.


Sometimes that enemy is Satan—the devil literalized and made very real and serving the primary purpose of removing responsibility from the one who has fallen into sin. Onetime-popular American evangelist Jimmy Swaggart, when caught in a New Orleans motel with a prostitute, explained his behavior by just such an appeal to Satan. His evangelistic enterprises were so successful, he stated, that the devil was being hurled back into darkness by this white knight of a preacher. So the devil launched a counterattack and lured evangelist Swaggart into a trap and dealt a mortal blow to his soul-winning ministry. If the devil can ensnare a heroic figure like Swaggart, so the argument went, think what he (the devil is always male, witches are always female) can do to the lesser persons who are mere church members.


In evangelical circles, child discipline tends to be quite physical, both because children are thought to be “born in sin” and therefore evil and because the Book of Proverbs teaches parents that “he who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is diligent to discipline him” (Prov. 13:24). One disobedient lad, facing corporal punishment in “the woodshed,” is said to have argued for a suspended sentence by saying, “It wasn't my fault, father. The devil made me do it.” To which the father replied, “Well son, I guess it is my duty to beat the devil out of you!” Blaming the devil is a popular but not always successful maneuver. It did not work for Mr. Swaggart.


If the devil is not the enemy, then, according to the fundamentalists, a rival church frequently is the focus of the negative energy that roots in fear. The story is told of a little town in east Tennessee, hardly big enough to support one church, where on opposite sides of the main street stood the First Baptist Church and the Second Baptist Church. When a visitor inquired as to why there were two Baptist churches in this single tiny town, the visitor was told, “This Baptist church says, ‘there ain't no hell,’ and this other Baptist church says, ‘the hell there ain't.’”


If not a rival church, then religious liberals, secular modernists, God-denying communists, or some other incarnation of evil becomes the enemy. Irrational religious anger demands a target. Television evangelists use physical and verbal means to act out their negativity and thereby to relieve some of this energy in the lives of their congregations. It is an interesting exercise, when viewing television evangelists, to turn off the sound and watch the facial contortions and violent gestures. Seldom do they communicate the love of God.


When a fundamentalist Christian sees the Antichrist in someone who is disturbing his or her religious security, it becomes not merely justifiable but downright righteous to utter words of condemnation and prayers for the early demise of that enemy. Indeed, you can even believe that you are God's anointed one to rid the world of this demonic figure.


One irate reader of a newspaper article wrote that he was praying that the next plane I took would crash, carrying me to my grave. The next time I boarded a flight I felt I should stop at the front of the plane and say, “Folks, there is something you need to know before this plane takes off.” If I did so, it might result in a wider seat selection. I wonder, however, at the incongruity of that letter writer who sincerely believes himself to be a Christian and yet somehow does not calculate the fact that his prayers for the early demise of someone he abhors might also require the sacrificial deaths of a planeload of supposedly innocent people. Yet that is the nature of religious anger. Once again, the words spoken and the deeds proposed are simply not in touch with the gospel of the God who so loved the world and who, in the person of Jesus, invited all to “come unto him.”


A major function of fundamentalist religion is to bolster deeply insecure and fearful people. This is done by justifying a way of life with all of its defining prejudices. It thereby provides an appropriate and legitimate outlet for one's anger. The authority of an inerrant Bible that can be readily quoted to buttress this point of view becomes an essential ingredient to such a life. When that Bible is challenged, or relativized, the resulting anger proves the point categorically.


The same mentality exists in the more sophisticated mainline churches on more rational levels and with more complex and emotional issues. These churches would be embarrassed if they had to defend the patterns of segregation among southern fundamentalists, but many of them are quite convinced that their prejudice toward women, for example, is a justified part of God's plan in creation. It is for them God-given and biblically based. It is no surprise, then, that the twentieth-century battle for the rights of women in the church and for the casting off of the male-imposed definition of women has produced heated and emotional ecclesiastical conflict.


From the Pope, John Paul II, to the former Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church, John Maury Allin, to the Archbishop of Canterbury, Robert Runcie, to the outspoken Anglican Bishop of London, Graham Leonard, the most remarkable words have been spoken to prove that the “unbroken tradition of two thousand years of an all-male priesthood” is not a manifestation of the prejudice and sin of a patriarchal, sexist society, but is rather a manifestation of the unchanging will of God supported by “the word of God” in the Bible. Each spoke for that point of view that was distinctly uncomfortable as the sexual stereotypes of the past began to be discarded.


In separate ways, but with a patriarchal consistency, the various Christian leaders accepted a definition of women that precluded the possibility that a woman could represent God at the altar. Without daring to say so outright, they were nevertheless suggesting that women are not created in the image of God. Only men share that honor. Paul had made that argument in the First Epistle to the Corinthians—“For a man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but woman is the glory of man. (For man was not made from woman, but woman from man. Neither was man created for woman but woman for man.)” (1 Cor. 11:7-9). Paul drew in that same epistle the conclusion that, therefore, “the women should keep silence in the churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be subordinate, as even the law says. If there is anything they [women] desire to know, let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to speak in church” (1 Cor. 14:34, 35).


If this passage is taken literally, if the Bible is regarded as the “inerrant word of God,” then no woman can sing in a choir, participate in a liturgy, teach Sunday school, or be ordained as a pastor or a priest. Churches with women participating in any of these areas, and that includes every church in Christendom on some level, have thus ignored, reinterpreted, dismissed, or relativized these biblical passages. The new sexual consciousness, and most especially the feminist aspect of that consciousness, is clearly on a collision course with “sacred tradition” as both church and Scripture have defined it. At every point thus far, “sacred tradition” has been bent to accommodate the emerging insights. This will not change. It is only a matter of time before all vestiges of the ecclesiastical oppression of women will come to an end. A woman bishop of Rome, sitting on the throne of Saint Peter as pope, is inevitable. The Bible quoted to oppose this rising tide of consciousness will itself be a casualty unless it is freed from the straitjacket of literal fundamentalism.


The issue of homosexuality is another reality in sexual thinking and practice that places pressure on Holy Scripture. Once again, this prejudice is so deep, so widely assumed to be self-evident, that all major churches have in the past simply quoted the Bible to justify their continued oppression and rejection of gay and lesbian persons. The Sodom and Gomorrah story is cited uncritically to be a biblical account, and therefore a justification, of God's condemnation of this behavior. Yet a closer reading of this narrative reveals it to be a strange story involving hospitality laws in a nomadic society that our world of superhighways, bright lights, and chain motels cannot even imagine. It is a story about gang rape, which cannot ever be anything but evil. It is a narrative that expresses violent malevolence toward women that few people today, even among the fundamentalists, would be eager to condone.


In the biblical world of male values, the humiliation of a male was best achieved by making the males act like women in the sex act. To act like a woman, to be the passive participant in coitus, was thought to be insulting to the dignity of the male. This, far more than homosexuality, was the underlying theme of the Sodom story. The hero of this tale was Lot, a citizen of Sodom, who offered the sanctuary of his home to the angelic messengers and who protected them from the sexual abuse of the men of Sodom. Few preachers go on to tell you that Lot protected these messengers by offering to the mob for their sexual sport his two virgin daughters. You may “do to them as you please” (Gen. 19:8), Lot asserted.


The story goes on to say that Lot, despite this violent betrayal of his daughters, was accounted righteous by God. As the tiny righteous remnant of Sodom, Lot and his family were spared by God from the destruction that befell that infamous city. The story continues to tell us of Lot's subsequent drunkenness and his seduction into incest by his scheming daughters (Gen. 19:30-36). Once again, the purpose of a claim of biblical literalism is revealed to be not to call people to the values of justice, but to justify existing prejudice by keeping oneself secure inside a way of life that cannot be challenged by any new insight. Among fundamentalists, the selective use of a text, ignoring vast areas of reality, is commonplace.


There are certainly other places in Scripture where homosexuality is condemned. Both the Torah and Saint Paul can be cited. However, the question of biblical authority arises anew when scientific data, which the fifth- and sixth-century B.C.E. authors of the Torah and Saint Paul could not have imagined, throws new light on the origin and cause of homosexuality. Such data available today suggest that homosexual orientation is not a matter of choice but a matter of ontology; that is, it is of the being of the individual, not the doing.


It also suggests that this phenomenon has been present in human life since the dawn of human history, that it is present in higher mammals that presumably fall below the level of volition, and that there has been no appreciable success despite all the efforts of modern science, including psychiatry, in changing the givenness of this reality for the vast majority of persons. Then perhaps it begins to dawn on us that life has within it wide varieties. We have male vocal ranges from countertenor to bass and female vocal ranges from lyric soprano to a contralto that could be and sometimes is a baritone. We have male physical ranges from the muscular athlete to the soft, delicate man and female physical ranges from the well-conditioned athlete who can compete on an equal basis with the vast majority of males to the frail woman who lives out the male stereotype of helplessness.


So also we have ranges in male sexual orientation from those who constitute the majority and who relate to women sexually, though, it might be added, with a wide variety of sexual appetites; to those who, because of the way their brains were sexed in utero, as many scientists would now suggest, find desire only in their response to those of their own gender. (Let some reader make too quick and simplistic a correlation of these categories, let me quickly say that I know countertenors who are heterosexual and basses who are homosexual. I know male athletes who are gay and I know heterosexual males who in physical appearance would be called effeminate. The stereo-types of the ages do not hold when scrutinized.)


The authors of the Bible did not have the knowledge on this subject that is available to us today. The sexual attitudes in Scripture used to justify the prejudiced sexual stereotypes of the past simply are not holding in this generation. They are not in touch with emerging contemporary knowledge.


So it was that sex drove me to the Bible. The new emerging sexual consciousness and the passing of ancient stereotypes challenged the authority of Scripture, raised profound questions about the authenticity of biblical insights, and created for me and for many others a crisis of faith.


 



The Rescue Effort



It is not a new crisis. Tension has existed between the church and the scientific community for hundreds of years. Galileo was excommunicated for his suggestion that the earth was not the center of the created order. Isaac Newton and his clockwork universe were at odds with those who pray to an intervening deity. People like Bishop Samuel Wilberforce and his modern-day descendants, called creationists, were sent into orbit as they tried to neutralize the impact of Charles Darwin. This tension has increasingly resulted in an anti-intellectual approach to Christianity on the part of literal-minded, conservative Christians and a departure from the organized Christian church into the secular city by scores of modern men and women for whom the mythological framework of the Christian story no longer has any translatable meaning.


Above all, it has placed the Bible in jeopardy. If the only people who talk about the Bible are fundamentalists and their more sophisticated city cousins, who wince defensively when the “traditions of the church” are challenged by new insights, then fewer and fewer people are going to take seriously a book or a church that appears to them to be so antiquated.


When attention is turned to the mainline churches, where a well-educated ministry has always been required, it becomes obvious that they have, by and large, simply ignored the Bible. The average pew sitter in the average mainline church, both Catholic and Protestant, is, to say it bluntly, biblically illiterate. The offering to the world by the mainline churches of a viable option and alternative to biblical fundamentalism is, therefore, not forthcoming. The options, our people are made to feel, are either to live in continued ignorance or to abandon the church altogether for life apart from any religious convictions. The biblical scholarship of the past two hundred years has simply not been made available to the man or the woman in the pew. So mainline Christians allow the television preachers to manipulate their audiences, most times to their own financial gain, by making the most absurd biblical claims without their being called to accountability in the name of truth.


It is for these reasons that I have found it imperative to put another voice into the public arena. My purpose in this volume is first to rescue the Bible from the exclusive hands of those who demand that it be literal truth and second to open that sacred story to levels of insight and beauty that, in my experience, literalism has never produced. I hope to call people into an appreciation of the living “Word of God” that lurks so often hidden and undiscovered beneath the literal words of the text.


For biblical scholars, this volume will be very elementary. For those who have only vague recollections of biblical stories, it will be both insightful and expanding. Depending on how much the Bible has been made into an idol for my readers, my book will be regarded as either enlightening or disturbing. My hope is that it will help members of the Christian churches to allow their soon-to-be-twenty-first-century minds to become aware of and to embrace a biblical truth that, while not literal, is certainly timeless.


I write as a Christian who loves the church. I am not a hostile critic who stands outside religion desiring to make fun of it. I am not a Marxist who believes that religion is the opiate of the people. I am not a Madalyn Murray O'Hair who believes that God should be expunged from public life. I am a bishop in the Anglican (Episcopal) church who was raised as a biblical fundamentalist and who, when I left that fundamentalism, did not leave my love of the Bible or my desire to serve God through the church.


There will be some who, upon reading this volume, will be disturbed and even angry. I regret that. I have no desire to make uncomfortable anyone's fragile life. In a strange way, discomfort and even anger bear witness to the dawning of new possibilities; so while it saddens me to cause distress, it also awakens in me a sense of gratitude. At the same time, I suspect that voices will be raised among the liberal Christians proclaiming that there is nothing new here and, therefore, no reason to take this book seriously. Or they will fasten on a date or a fact that they can challenge, even successfully, to discredit the whole work. There is not much new here, and some of my dates and “facts” are still debated in theological circles. None-theless, I will continue to argue that these insights, drawn largely from that deep and impressive literature of biblical scholarship over the past one hundred years, have not yet become operative in the church primarily because they have not yet become operative in those very clergy who will dismiss this as “old hat.”


It is my deepest hope that there will be others who will discover in the pages of this book a means through which they can return to church in honesty or be enabled to worship God with a renewed integrity in the church that they have never left. I believe that their name is legion. They are members of my family and among my closest friends. I write for them because the goal of my professional life has been to combine scholarship with faith, to bring honesty and the authenticity of citizenship in the modern world to the activity of worship while continuing to walk in the faith tradition established by Jesus of Nazareth whom I call Lord and Christ. Time will tell whether or not so lofty a goal has been achieved.












2
Raising the Issues








When I was a lad of twelve, my mother gave me a Bible as my primary Christmas present. It was a fat volume, leather-bound, printed on tissue-thin paper and in the King James Version. That was, in fact, the only version that I knew existed. This Bible had lots of maps, an index, and various notes on things in Bible times. It also had the words of Jesus printed in red letters, even when Luke was quoting the already ascended Christ in the Book of Acts as saying, “It is more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35), and when Paul related in 1 Corinthians the words of Jesus at the Last Supper, “take eat, this is my body” (1 Cor. 11:23). It did not occur to me at the time that neither Luke nor Paul ever knew the historical Jesus, so that these quotations, if authentic at all, had to have existed for some time as part of the church's memory and oral tradition.


It is revelatory of the value system of my family that I received that Christmas gift with the greatest of joy and placed this Bible prominently on my bedside table, where it could conveniently remind me of my vow to read it daily. And read it I did; and I still do. I was drawn powerfully to that book. My father had died some four months before that Christmas, plunging my family into radical emotional and economic insecurity. Somehow that Bible ministered to my insecurity. I pored over its words with all the intensity and depth a twelve-year-old boy could muster.


My mother had not finished the ninth grade in school; she was a woman of a simple faith. No critical problems ever bothered her understanding of God. He was father and judge—ever watching, protecting, and keeping records of our behavior so that reward or punishment could be meted out fairly at the Day of Judgment. It did not occur to me at the time to see how similar that divine image was to Santa Claus, who every December emerged to be perceived as one who was “making a list and checking it twice, gonna find out who's naughty and nice.”


In my junior and senior years of high school, my knowledge of the content of Scripture was greatly enhanced when I was allowed to take two classes in Bible in the public schools of Charlotte, North Carolina. That was still possible in the late 1940s. My teacher for both of those classes was a lovely lady, named Janet Robinson, who declined to wear any makeup because it was “against the teaching of the Bible.” She believed that God had dictated every word of Holy Scripture, that it was in a literal sense “the Word of God.” But that premise did not stop her from making the stories of the Bible live with dramatic power. King David, Nathan the prophet, Elijah on Mount Carmel, the journeys of Paul, and the story of the cross—all became gripping dramas that seared their way into my memory. Under her tutelage I memorized vast portions of the Bible. Passages such as 1 Corinthians 13, Romans 12, the Sermon on the Mount, the Lucan birth narrative, as well as many salvation-oriented proof texts, became part of my reflex Christian life. There was for me no authority beyond the affirmation “the Bible says.”


I mention this brief bit of autobiography to set the stage to talk about the Bible. I come to this study as one who has had a lifetime love affair with this book. I look at the authority of the Scriptures as one who has been both nurtured by and then disillusioned with the literal Bible. My devotion to the Bible was so intense that it led me into a study that finally obliterated any possibility that the Bible could be related to on a literal basis. My relationship with the Bible became and remains so significant that I cannot ignore it, forget it, or walk away from it. I have to engage it, probe it, dissect it, transcend it. It is a volume that has been a source of genuine life for me.


For years in my writing career, I have examined such parts of the sacred text as the person of Jesus, the Ten Commandments, the resurrection narratives, and the biblical teaching on human sexuality. In each instance, I narrowed my focus to the subject at hand and studied it with great intensity. But increasingly I felt a need to look at the Bible itself as a whole. How can this book be used with integrity by men and women of faith? How can it be lifted out of the prejudices and cultural biases of bygone eras? How can it be a source of life to a twentieth- and soon-to-be-twenty-first-century generation? If it continues to be viewed literally, the Bible, in my opinion, is doomed to be cast aside as both dated and irrelevant.


Can modern men and women continue to pretend that timeless, eternal, and unchanging truth has been captured in the words of a book that achieved its final written form midway into the second century of this common era? Would not such a claim be dismissed as ludicrous in any other branch of human knowledge? Is it less ludicrous because we have surrounded it with a religious aura? Have we embraced the meaning of the subjective quality of a particular language, the truth lost at worst and distorted at best in the translations?


 



The Underlying Issues: Language and Concepts



Christians have almost no words that Jesus spoke in Aramaic, the tongue he employed. The exceptions are “Talitha Cumi” in Mark (5:41); “Ephphatha” in the story of the deaf mute (Mark 7:34); and the best known, the cry from the cross, “Eloi Eloi lama sabathani.” This cry is, of course, a quotation from Psalm 22 and may or may not have been actually uttered by the dying Jesus of Nazareth. But before we can confront the Jesus of history, we have to move from English to Greek (the language in which the New Testament was written) to Aramaic. To move into Aramaic is to move into a world of oral tradition where no written records exist. Did Jesus say, for instance, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven”? It is a strange analogy, an inappropriate mixing of metaphors. Camels do not go through eyes of needles, not even tiny camels. But when the word camel is translated into Aramaic, one sees that in Aramaic the word for camel and the word for rope are almost identical. Was the original word of Jesus “It is easier for a rope to go through the eye of a needle”? It would be an appropriate metaphor, still possessing the power of the impossible but not violating the imagination of the hearers. If this is a saying that was garbled in translation, are there others? How substantial are they to our understanding of the essential elements of our tradition?


When I became aware that neither the word virgin nor the concept of virginity appears in the Hebrew text of Isaiah that Matthew quoted to undergird his account of Jesus' virgin birth, I became newly aware of the fragile nature of biblical fundamentalism. The understanding of “virgin” is present only in the Greek word parthenos, used to translate the Hebrew word 'almah in a Greek version of the Hebrew Scriptures. The Hebrew word for virgin is betulah. 'Almah never means “virgin” in Hebrew. I had to face early on in my priestly career the startling possibility that the virgin tradition so deep in Christianity may well rest upon something as fragile as the weak reed of a mistranslation. I will develop this point more fully in chapter 13.


Beyond the difficulties with the ancient languages, there are concepts in the Bible that are repugnant to the modern consciousness. There is a vicious tribal code of ethics that prohibits internally behavior that is actually encouraged in dealing with outsiders. Moses was a murderer, but this was not a character flaw because his victim was an Egyptian (Exod. 2:11ff). Joseph was an arrogant and spoiled favorite son upon whom his father heaped lavish gifts and special favor (Genesis 37). It is hard to be critical of Joseph when the people of Israel believed God related to them in a similar fashion. Adultery was said to be evil, but both Abraham and Isaac tried to pass their wives off as their sisters, even though this meant having them sexually used by Abimelech, king of Gerar (Gen. 20:1-18; 26:6-11).


Tribal hatreds are extolled as virtues in parts of the Hebrew Scriptures. Captive peoples, if spared from death, were reduced to slavery. Captive women were used for sexual sport by their Hebrew conquerors. Judah treated his daughter-in-law Tamar as a prostitute and then proposed to kill her when she became pregnant (Genesis 38). Bearing false witness was prohibited by the Ten Commandments, but that is exactly what Moses did in his conversations with Pharaoh. His request was for temporary leave for the people of Israel so that they might hold a religious feast in the wilderness (Exod. 5:1). Later Moses promised that it would be for only three days (Exod. 9:27). Obviously neither Moses nor Pharaoh believed this. Whenever the Pharaoh relented in response to the plagues, the Bible would say that God hardened his heart so that more plagues could be visited upon the Egyptians (Exod. 10:1ff). Not a very fair portrait of God, one could certainly argue.


God appeared in some passages to be not only a nationalistic deity but also a sadistic one who delighted even in killing the firstborn in every Egyptian household (Exod. 11:4-6). The purpose of this exercise, said the biblical writer, was so that all would know “that the Lord makes a distinction between the Egyptians and Israel” (Exod. 11:7). The Torah said “do not steal,” but at Moses' command, the Exodus from Egypt was accomplished after the Israelites had robbed the Egyptians of their jewelry, silver, gold, and clothing (Exod. 12:35-36). When the Hebrew people decided to make a golden calf in the wilderness, they made it with their Egyptian loot (Exodus 32). Where else does a former slave people come upon such wealth in the wilderness? The picture of God that began to emerge from the Bible for me was neither a pleasant one nor one to which I was drawn in worship. It did not get better.


The Bible confronted me with the picture of God rejoicing over the drowning of the Egyptians at the Red Sea (Exodus 15). Was this God not also the God of the Egyptians? I wondered. Later this God suggested that the children of the Edomites should have their heads dashed against the rocks for what the Edomites had done to the Jews (Ps. 137:7-9). In another instance, God was called “a man of war” (Exod. 15:3), a concept far removed from the one I had come to call the “Prince of Peace.”


Then, as the Law of God unfolded in the remaining books of the Torah, I found myself more and more repelled. Slavery was assumed, and the master could beat the slave mercilessly, for the Law said, “The slave is his money” (Exod. 21:21). The child who struck or cursed a parent shall be executed (Exod. 21:15, 17). Anyone who sacrificed to a God other than Israel's God “shall be utterly destroyed” (Exod. 22:20). Menstruation was unclean, and whatever the menstruating woman touched was unclean (Lev. 15:19ff). A man who had a wet dream “shall be unclean until the evening” (Lev. 15:16). You could not be a priest if you were blind or lame or had a mutilated face or were a hunchback or a dwarf or had a defect in sight or an itching disease or scabs or crushed testicles (Lev. 22:16-22). If you blaspheme God you shall be executed (Lev. 24:16). “When a man causes a disfigurement in his neighbor, as he has done, it shall be done to him, fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth; as he has disfigured a man, he shall be disfigured” (Lev. 24:19-20). If a “spirit of jealousy” came upon a man, he could order his wife to undergo an ordeal of drinking a poisoned potion. If the woman died, her guilt was assumed. If she survived, she was presumed to be innocent (Num. 5:11ff). One shudders to think of the mentally unbalanced males who put their wives to death wrongfully under this male-inspired law that was said to be “the word of God.”


Religious purity was also assured by the execution of anyone who deviated from true worship by serving a false God (Num. 25:1-6). If we had such a law today, who would define the true God? There are many religious people who are quite sure that their God is the only God and that their way of worship is the only proper way to worship. The claims of infallibility and inerrancy are familiar religious claims. This is the very stuff of religious imperialism. All of this seemed to me more like religious bigotry than divinely inspired Scripture. But there it was in the Bible.


Womanhood was insulted in verse after verse of the Torah. The woman was thought to be incompetent to make a vow, so her father was given veto power (Num. 30:1-5). Later in her life her husband had to approve of her utterances if they were to have any force (Num. 30:8).


Non-Israelite groups, such as the Midianites, were ordered to be destroyed by the God of the Bible (Num. 31:1, 2). Israel obeyed: “They warred against Midian as the Lord commanded Moses and slew every male” (Num. 31:7). They spared the women and children and took as booty all their cattle, flocks, and goods (Num. 31:9). So much for “You shall not steal”! Then they burned the Midianite cities (Num. 31:10). Moses was angry that they had let the women live (Num. 31:15). He then ordered all the male children to be killed. So much for “You shall do no murder”! Then all the females who were not virgins were ordered to be killed, but Moses allowed the Israelite men to keep all the virgins “for yourself.” So much for “You shall not commit adultery”!


I was repelled by the arrogance of the biblical claims made on the land of others in the name of the God of Israel. The Hebrews in the thirteenth century before this common era were, from the Canaanite perspective, a marauding band of looters, killers, and destroyers, but they saw themselves as a people of destiny, as those whose national vested interest was, in fact, the will of God. Because the Hebrews won that ancient struggle, their point of view rather than the Canaanite point of view prevailed in the biblical record. There is always a danger in believing that you and your people are somehow God's specially chosen. The obvious corollary is that your enemies are God's specifically “unchosen,” and very soon
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