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PART I

Challenge






CHAPTER 1

Ending

A HYMN TO A SAVAGE GOD?




We had fed the heart on fantasies,

The heart’s grown brutal from the fare.

WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS,
“The Stare’s Nest by My Window” (1922)



THIS BOOK’S TITLE—How to Read the Bible and Still Be a Christian—imagines some serious tension within the Christian Bible, between being a faithful reader and being a faithful Christian. But how, when, and where I first saw this problem influences how, when, and where I first saw the solution. Here, then, to begin with, are some autobiographical details as full disclosure for what is at stake for me in the problem I propose for you and the solution I offer to you in this book.

A disclosure is already implicit in my triple name on this book’s cover. “John Crossan” is the name on my driver’s license, passport, and TSA pre-check protocols. But in 1950, at the age of sixteen, I entered a thirteenth-century Roman Catholic monastery and became “Brother Dominic.” My new vocation was supposed to wipe out, as it were, my past identity and give me only a future destiny—as in the biblical, so in the monastic tradition.

Nineteen years later, having finally realized that celibacy was vastly overrated, I left both monastery and priesthood to get married. But even if the rules had changed to allow a married priesthood, I still would have resigned in 1969. What was my problem?

My monastic superiors had recognized that five years of Greek and Latin in an Irish boarding school could not be wasted so they decided I should become a professor of biblical studies after ordination in 1957. I was not, and did not expect to be, consulted on any of their plans. Under my vow of obedience I did what I was told, but to be honest, I loved their decision.

In the Roman Catholic tradition it was required, and wisely so, that a degree in theology should precede any degree in biblical studies. First, therefore, I was sent back to Ireland for a doctorate in theology, then for two years to the Pontifical Biblical Institute in Rome, and finally for another two years to the French Biblical and Archaeological School in Jerusalem. It was, quite frankly, a magnificent education.

What should be kept in mind is that I was a Christian before I became a scholar but also a theologian before I became an historian. In other words, I have always understood the Christian Bible through those multiple optics, but I could always speak or write while seeing through the specific lens expected by a particular audience or demanded in a given situation. I should also admit that I never found those divergent viewpoints either confusing or alarming because of one fundamental conviction I have had for a long time: that reason and revelation or history and theology or research and faith—by whatever names—cannot contradict one another unless we have one or both wrong.

I am not sure where the serenity of this assurance came from, but it has never left me. My courses in theology were heavily invested in the Summa Theologiae of Saint Thomas Aquinas—and that was, like the name “Dominic,” another thirteenth-century gift. My monastic superiors emphasized Aquinas to teach us what to think, but I also absorbed his writings greedily for how to think. If Aquinas spent the morning reading pagan Aristotle and the afternoon writing Christian theology, and never found a conflict between reason and revelation spoiling his lunch or disturbing his siesta, there must be no conflict between reason and revelation or any other such disjunctive pairs. That, at least, was my conclusion forever after.

As it happened, my departure from both monastery and priesthood had nothing to do with history and the Bible but everything to do with theology and the Pope. In the fall of 1968 I said on PBS that the encyclical Humanae Vitae was wrong about birth control. That led to an immediate rebuke from the cardinal archbishop of Chicago. When the dust finally settled about six months later, Cardinal Cody was still the archbishop but Father Dominic was both an ex-monk and an ex-priest.

When I moved from seminary to university in the fall of 1969, my research focus was already established on the historical Jesus, that is, on the living, breathing first-century Jew proclaimed as Messiah/Christ and Son of God by some of his contemporaries but crucified as rebel and alleged “King of the Jews” by official Roman power. That focus had actually started far back in September 1960 when my religious superiors sent me to be chaplain for a group of Americans on a Roman Catholic pilgrimage across Europe. We visited Castel Gandolfo for John XXIII, Fatima and Lourdes for Mary, Lisieux for Thérèse, and Monaco for Grace (honestly!). And since it was 1960, we spent a day at Oberammergau’s Passion Play, performed every ten years in the foothills of the Bavarian Alps.

In 1634 and every decade thereafter the villagers have fulfilled their promise of a full-day Passion Play in thanksgiving for deliverance from plague. Something happened for me that day when I first saw as drama a story I knew full well as text. The play made me confront new questions. How had the same crowd that filled the huge stage that morning to welcome Jesus on Palm Sunday become changed by afternoon to cry for his crucifixion on Good Friday? It was for me a quiet but clear epiphany that something was missing from that story of Jesus’s passion, something was wrong when acclamation became condemnation without any explanation.

The play I saw in 1960 was the same version that Adolf Hitler saw in 1930 and 1934 (the tercentenary year)—that is, both before and after he became chancellor of Germany. His review: “Never has the menace of Jewry been so convincingly portrayed as in this presentation of what happened in the times of the Romans. There one sees in Pontius Pilate a Roman racially and intellectually so superior, that he stands out like a firm, clean rock in the middle of the whole muck and mire of Jewry.”

My interest in and focus on the historical Jesus started that day in Oberammergau. But its memory meant that for me history would have to be laced with theology and that I could never reconstruct the historical Jesus as dispassionately as I might, say, the historical Alexander. Only good, honest, and accurate history might save Christian faith from a theological anti-Judaism as the continuing seedbed for racial anti-Semitism. That was why, after my return to Chicago in 1961, I joined Rabbi Shaalman on a Sunday morning TV program called (from memory) Deicide or Genocide? It was also why my very first scholarly article was called “Anti-Semitism and the New Testament” (Theological Studies, 1965).

Starting with my 1973 book In Parables: The Challenge of the Historical Jesus, and for the next twenty years at DePaul University in Chicago, that subtitle was the heart of my scholarly research and professional life. During those years my emphasis was always on history rather than theology, and questions of personal faith were bracketed as irrelevant for academic discourse. I myself, however, was always very aware of them. All of that started to change in 1991.

In that year I published the big Jesus book I had been preparing in bits and pieces across those two decades. I actually wrote The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant for my academic peers and intended to raise the question of sources and methods for historical Jesus research. That did not happen, but something else did, and as far as I am concerned, it was much more important in the long run.

Peter Steinfels, noting that two Roman Catholics—both of whom were educated at the Pontifical Biblical Institute in Rome but only one of whom was still a priest, the other being an ex-priest—had published books on the historical Jesus that fall, compared John Meier’s A Marginal Jew and my Historical Jesus as the front-page Christmas story in The New York Times for December 23, 1991. His story “Peering Past Faith to Glimpse the Jesus of History” was reprinted by other papers nationally and internationally.

What happened next surprised me immensely. I might have expected invitations to speak at seminaries or universities, but instead I was invited to lecture in churches—weekends of three or four lectures as well as sermons at Sunday services. The historical Jesus had clearly become a question not just of history or even of theology, but of Christian faith and church life.

Church venues are not the same as academic classes. I never said anything different about the historical Jesus in either location, but Q&A sessions after church lectures always raised theological issues involving Christian faith and practice—especially my own. How had historical research influenced my Christian faith? What was at stake for me in the Christian Bible after all those years of biblical study? It was, therefore, through church lectures rather than scholarly debates that this present book was conceived, born, and matured.

“A Whip of Cords”

IN CHURCH LECTURES I located Jesus within his first-century CE Jewish homeland and especially within its matrix of both violent and nonviolent resistance to Roman power and imperial oppression. Remember that word “matrix” for the rest of this book. It means for me the background you cannot skip—like British imperialism for understanding Mahatma Gandhi—or the context you cannot avoid—like American racism for understanding Martin Luther King Jr.

Within the options of that matrix, I emphasized Jesus’s own nonviolent resistance to both Roman imperial occupation and Jewish high-priestly collaboration with it. But in the Q&A session after every lecture, strong if polite objections were often raised to that historical interpretation of Jesus.

One objection that came up repeatedly asked about that incident in the Temple of Jerusalem when Jesus apparently violently attacked people with a whip.

That was an easy one to answer. Jesus’s action in that case was a prophetic demonstration against worship in the Temple excusing injustice in the land—injustice exacerbated, of course, by necessary high-priestly collaboration with Roman imperial power and control. That is why Jesus quoted Jeremiah’s “den of robbers” (Jer. 7:11; Mark 11:17). (Jesus was not accusing people of thievery in the Temple. A “den” is not the place for robbery and injustice inside, but the hideout from robbery and injustice outside.) Jesus was, in fulfillment of God’s threat in Jeremiah 7:14, symbolically “destroying” the Temple by overturning its fiscal and sacrificial bases.

But only the version in John 2:14–15 mentions both money changers and herd animals. Notice, for example, the twin halves of these sentences (with the NRSV corrected from the Greek):



In the temple he found people selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and the money changers seated at their tables. Making a whip of cords, he drove all of them out of the temple, both the sheep and the cattle. He also poured out the coins of the money changers and overturned their tables.



In other words, only in John is there any mention of a “whip of cords”—not for the money changers but for the herd animals. That was an act of religio-political demonstration or of nonviolent resistance, not an act of violence with a whip used against people.

Furthermore, I continued, we can plainly see that even Pilate recognized that Jesus was resisting Roman control nonviolently; Pilate executed Jesus publicly because of that resistance, but he did not bother to round up Jesus’s companions because he judged the Kingdom movement—correctly, once again—to be nonviolent. He would have crucified all of Jesus’s followers if Jesus had been leading a band of violent revolutionaries. Mark’s Gospel emphasizes that judgment by his parable of the nonviolent Jesus versus the violent Barabbas (15:6–9), and John’s Gospel underlines it in the parable of the nonviolent Kingdom of God versus the violent Empire of Rome (18:36).

This, however, simply led to another, far more serious objection from church audiences. What about that Apocalypse from John of Patmos, what about the book of Revelation, and what about the second coming of Jesus Christ? No matter what I said about the nonviolence of the first coming, questioners objected that the second coming was to be supremely violent, was to be a war to end all wars.

Put bluntly, the nonviolent Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount seemed annulled and dismissed by the later Jesus in the book of Revelation. I turn next to that far more serious objection to a nonviolent God and/or a nonviolent Jesus.

“The Great Wine Press of the Wrath of God”

THE CHRISTIAN BIBLE ENDS with the glorious image of a marriage made in heaven, a wedding of humanity and divinity. It is a serene conclusion that establishes a transformed world, a hauntingly beautiful vision not of an Earth ascending to heaven, but of a heaven descending to Earth. This is a sublime symbol of ultimate cosmic regeneration here below upon a transformed and transfigured Earth. (I call it the “Divine Cleanup of the World” or “Extreme Makeover: World Edition.”) The New Testament’s book of Revelation, by the way, expanded that vision from the Old Testament’s book of Isaiah.

Here, first, is that visionary scenario from the prophet Isaiah of Jerusalem toward the end of the eighth century BCE:



        On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples

        a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wines,

        of rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear.

        And he will destroy on this mountain

        the shroud that is cast over all peoples,

        the sheet that is spread over all nations;

        he will swallow up death forever.

        Then the Lord God will wipe away the tears from all faces,

        and the disgrace of his people he will take away from all the earth,

        for the Lord has spoken. (Isa. 25:6–8)



Our world will climax with neither bang nor whimper, with neither destruction nor extinction, with neither evacuation-to-heaven nor emigration-to-hell, but rather with a transformational feast “for all peoples.” God is, as it were, no longer the lord of hosts but now the host of lords—and ladies.

Next, sometime in the 90s CE, a Christian seer named John borrowed Isaiah’s visionary hope but elevated his great cosmic banquet feast into a great cosmic marriage feast:



And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying,



             “See, the home of God is among mortals.

             He will dwell with them;

             they will be his peoples,

             and God himself will be with them;

             he will wipe every tear from their eyes.

             Death will be no more;

             mourning and crying and pain will be no more,

             for the first things have passed away.”



And the one who was seated on the throne said, “See, I am making all things new.” (Rev. 21:2–5a)



It would be hard to imagine a more magnificent consummation. The biblical story ends, as do most comedic stories and romantic narratives, with a wedding feast. And yet, and yet, and yet. . . .

The first “and yet” concerns the wedding scenario as climactic celebration. The problem is that you wade to that blessed event through a sea of blood. I do not exaggerate. We are dealing with metaphors and symbols, of course, but they are metaphors of massacre and symbols of slaughter. The Earth, for example, is imagined as a vineyard ripe for a harvest not of wine, but of blood—like this:



So the angel swung his sickle over the earth and gathered the vintage of the earth, and he threw it into the great wine press of the wrath of God. And the wine press was trodden outside the city, and blood flowed from the wine press, as high as a horse’s bridle, for a distance of about two hundred miles. (14:19–20)



During the American Civil War, the “Battle Hymn of the Republic” referred to God’s “trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored,” but not even the blood of more than half a million dead would have reached the height of horses’ bridles for two hundred miles.

The second “and yet” concerns Jesus Christ in that climactic wedding of Earth and heaven. On the one hand, he is the “Lamb that was slaughtered” (5:6, 12), the nonviolent martyr of violent imperial authority who becomes the Lamb-as-bridegroom in that climactic marriage feast (19:7, 9; 21:9). But he is also the Lamb who unleashes those terrible four horsemen: the rider on the white horse is Christ the conqueror (6:2, compare 19:11); the rider on the red horse is War the slaughterer (6:4); the rider on the black horse is Famine the price-gouger (6:5–6); and the rider on the green horse is Death the destroyer (6:8). Those are, once again, metaphors and symbols; but Revelation’s four horsemen are images of human horror and divine terror, and it is Jesus who unleashes them.

The third “and yet” concerns that promised climactic war. There will be, the text says, a great final battle between the Kingdom of God and the Empire of Rome, with the latter repeatedly identified by the code name “Babylon,” from Revelation 14:8 through 16:19 to 17:5 and climactically in 18:2, 10, and 21. Why Rome-as-Babylon? Because the Roman Empire destroyed Jerusalem’s Second Temple in 70 CE as the Babylonian Empire had destroyed its First Temple in 586 BCE.

Among those just-cited places, Rome, as “Babylon the great,” is the “mother of whores and of earth’s abominations” (17:5) and is filled with “demonic spirits, performing signs, who go abroad to the kings of the whole world, to assemble them for battle on the great day of God the Almighty” (16:14). But Rome will eventually be reduced to “a haunt of every foul spirit, / a haunt of every foul bird, / a haunt of every foul and hateful beast” (18:2). Here is how that great final battle is described:



Then I saw heaven opened, and there was a white horse! Its rider is called Faithful and True, and in righteousness he judges and makes war. His eyes are like a flame of fire, and on his head are many diadems; and he has a name inscribed that no one knows but himself. He is clothed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is called The Word of God. And the armies of heaven, wearing fine linen, white and pure, were following him on white horses. From his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron; he will tread the wine press of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he has a name inscribed, “King of kings and Lord of lords.” (19:11–16)



As we saw above (6:2), the rider on the white horse is Christ the conqueror with the sharp sword in his mouth (1:16; 2:12, 16). But, for me, the book of Revelation was and is profoundly wrong about the fate of Rome. Wrong, in fact, concerning both time and Christ.

First, Rome’s destruction was to happen “soon,” that is, within the author’s or at least his generation’s lifetime. That word “soon” tolls like a death bell from start to finish of Revelation. It begins with “what must soon take place” in 1:1, continues through 2:16; 3:11; 11:14; and 22:6–7, and climaxes with Christ’s declaration that “I am coming soon” (22:20). But the Western Roman Empire continued until the late 400s and the Eastern until the mid-1400s.

Second, the Roman Empire was not destroyed by Christ but was, for better or for worse, converted to Christ under and after Constantine in the 300s. There is not a glimpse of that actuality anywhere in the prophetic vision of Revelation. Destruction, yes; conversion, no. (Only Luke-Acts imagined the future correctly as Roman Christianity.)

Third, Rome’s imminent destruction was envisaged by Revelation as the consummation of the world, the establishment of a new heaven and a new Earth in that wedding feast of divinity and humanity (21:1–5). That heavenly vision is still a consummation devoutly to be wished and very far from clearly imminent.

Finally, as we have seen, Isaiah had imagined a great final feast to celebrate God’s establishment of a peaceful Earth. There is, indeed, a great final feast in the book of Revelation, but it is “the great supper of God” for the vultures of the air:



Then I saw an angel standing in the sun, and with a loud voice he called to all the birds that fly in midheaven, “Come, gather for the great supper of God, to eat the flesh of kings, the flesh of captains, the flesh of the mighty, the flesh of horses and their riders—flesh of all, both free and slave, both small and great.” Then I saw the beast [the mighty Roman Empire] and the kings of the earth with their armies gathered to make war against the rider on the horse [Christ] and against his army [the angels]. And the beast was captured, and with it the false prophet [the divine Roman emperor] who had performed in its presence the signs by which he deceived those who had received the mark of the beast and those who worshiped its image. These two were thrown alive into the lake of fire that burns with sulfur. And the rest were killed by the sword of the rider on the horse, the sword that came from his mouth; and all the birds were gorged with their flesh. (19:17–21)



Furthermore, those questions and objections about the violent Christ in that climactic book of Revelation were intensified by two contemporary factors external to my lectures in church venues.

“Whatever Happens, Never Forget to Wipe Your Sword”

ONE FACTOR, BETWEEN 1995 and 2007, was the publication by Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins of the multiple books in the Left Behind series. Those books, and their subsequent movies and games, arranged multiple and discrete biblical images of cosmic consummation into a more or less coherent scenario. But in doing so, they made one egregious expansion beyond even Revelation’s divine violence. The great final battle was to involve not just Christ and the angels, as in Revelation, but humans as well.

Here is just one example, from Glorious Appearing: The End of Days, the second-to-last book in the set. The human protagonist is Montgomery Cleburn McCullum, known as Mac, a “former pilot for Global Community [GC] Supreme Potentate Nicolae Carpathia [the anti-Christ]” but now converted to “Christ” as the “chief Tribulation Force pilot on assignment at Petra” (p. ix). The incident takes place at Jerusalem’s Damascus Gate:



“Lord, forgive me,” he breathed, spraying his Uzi and dropping at least a dozen GC from behind. He felt no remorse. All’s fair . . . It was only fitting, he decided, that the devil’s crew were dressed in black. Live by the sword, die by the sword. (p. 27)

Notice how the authors (ab)use the warning of Jesus that “all who take the sword will perish by the sword” (Matt. 26:52). Jesus said “all,” but Mac lacks any sense of self-criticism—or even the grace of irony.

Another external factor was the release of the film The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe in 2005. That movie was based on C. S. Lewis’s book of the same name published in 1950 to start his seven-volume series.

As in the Left Behind series, so in the Narnia series: humans participate in the great final battle between good and evil. Also, in the Narnia series, good is portrayed by a male character and evil by a female one: Christ, “the Lion of the tribe of Judah” from Revelation 5:5, becomes Aslan, the lion in Narnia; the great whore from Revelation 17:1, 15, 16, and 19:2 becomes the White Witch of Narnia.

Furthermore, before Aslan the lion/Christ kills the White Witch, Peter, oldest of the four children who are the human participants in this apocalyptic battle, kills the Wolf-Monster. Afterward, Aslan/Christ reminds him: “You have forgotten to clean your sword . . . whatever happens, never forget to wipe your sword” (chapter 12). Once again, I have to recall a different admonition to another sword-yielding Peter: “Put your sword back into its place; for all who take the sword will perish by the sword” (Matt. 26:52).

Both the Narnia series and the Left Behind series go beyond Revelation by having humans—children in the former case and adults in the latter—participate fully in the divine violence of apocalyptic cleansing. Both of those series generated questions and objections from my lecture audiences when I spoke of Jesus’s nonviolent resistance to Rome’s control of his first-century Jewish homeland. If I wanted to speak, as I did, about the historical Jesus, my audiences asked, as they should, about Revelation and its divine violence now at least fictionally supported by human violence.

Clearly, and whether I liked it or not, I had to widen my focus from Gospel to Apocalypse, from historical Jesus to apocalyptic Jesus, and so across the entire New Testament from start to finish. But that focus could not and did not stop there; it had to extend to the entire Christian Bible and discuss the very character of the biblical God.

The Vision of a Bipolar God

IN THOSE CHURCH LECTURES on Jesus I proposed that his attitude of nonviolent resistance to violence was programmatically based on his vision of a nonviolent God. In other words, Jesus’s message proclaimed the nonviolent Kingdom of a nonviolent God. That came, by the way, from the Sermon on the Mount where the divine model for “loving enemies” is a God who “makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.” Our earthly nonviolent resistance to violence makes us appropriate “children” of that heavenly Father who acts in similar fashion (Matt. 5:43–48 and Luke 6:27–36).

But, whatever about Jesus in Temple or Apocalypse, it was concerning the character of the biblical God that questions, objections, and contradictions mounted exponentially. Was not the biblical God every bit as bipolar regarding violence and nonviolence as was that biblical Jesus? Sometimes it was argued that the God of the Old Testament was a God of vengeance and punishment while the God of the New Testament was a God of forgiveness and mercy. That was how, it was suggested to me, to solve my problem with the twin aspects of God’s biblical character.

Despite that stereotype’s Christian anti-Judaism, the suggestion got little traction in my church audiences. Because, of course, we had usually discussed Revelation by then, and my questioners knew that it imagined a terminal and cosmic violence greater than anything in the Old Testament. An Old Testament bad-cop God and a New Testament good-cop God were persuasive only to those who had never actually read the entire Christian Bible.

But in any case, it was quite clear that, one way or another, Christianity’s Biblical Express Train, as I call it, thundered along on twin and parallel rails—one of divine violence and the other of divine nonviolence.

To discuss more deeply the character of the biblical God, I focused on one very important concept, namely, justice—especially with a biblical God of “justice and righteousness” (Jer. 9:24) who demands “justice and righteousness” of others (22:3). But that required some preliminary linguistic therapy.

In ordinary everyday language the unqualified term “justice” usually refers exclusively or at least primarily to retributive justice, with an emphasis on penalties and punishments. Think, as examples, of the U.S. Department of Justice or the Uniform Code of Military Justice. Each crime is met with a corresponding punishment. That is retributive justice. There are, however, two forms of justice—the justice of distribution and the justice of retribution—a distinction of supreme importance for both the Bible and this book. In fact, I will go a step farther and argue that distributive justice is the primary meaning of the word “justice” and that retributive justice is secondary and derivative.

For example, a judge is accused of racial prejudice in court proceedings. The prosecutors select one hundred cases of identical crime and similar circumstances involving white and black defendants. They find that the judge set bail and inflicted sentences two to three times as severe in black as in white cases. The conclusion is that the judge did not distribute retributive justice fairly, equitably, and justly.

In other words, for me—and for the Bible—distributive justice is primary; retributive justice is secondary and derivative. Put another way: justice is about the fair distribution of the subject involved. In the Bible, it is primarily about a fair distribution of God’s world for all of God’s people. For example, when the Bible cries out for justice, can one really think it is demanding retribution?



        Give justice to the weak and the orphan;

        maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute.

        Rescue the weak and the needy;

        deliver them from the hand of the wicked. (Ps. 82:3–4)



The heart of God’s justice is to make sure that the “weak and the orphan” have received their share of God’s resources for them to live and thrive. Retributive justice comes in only when that ideal is violated.

In summary, therefore, the disjunction between God as violent and nonviolent can be rephrased for the rest of this book like this: the biblical God is, on one hand, a God of nonviolent distributive justice and, on the other hand, a God of violent retributive justice. How do we make sense of this dual focus? How do we reconcile these two visions? This is what we will explore in the rest of the book.

Where Are We Now and What Comes Next?

I BEGIN WITH A Where Now and What Next that extends across this entire book, a word about two terms of crucial importance not only in this chapter but hereafter as well.

First, “Christian Bible.” This term is neither apologetical nor polemical but simply descriptive for that set of sacred scriptures extending from Genesis through Revelation. I accept fully that the Christian Bible took the idea itself, most of its content, and much of its sequence from the Hebrew Bible, which preceded it. Indeed, if the first Christians had not been Christian (that is, Messianic) Jews that usage would have been conceptual theft, textual plagiarism, and cultural looting.

As it was, Rabbinic Judaism and Early Christianity arose with equal validity and complete integrity from the common matrix of Second Tempe Judaism’s biblical tradition. They were twin daughters of the same mother and both were born in the terrible birth-pangs of that first century CE. (Matrix and mother, by the way, come from the same Greek and Latin roots.)

Second, “distributive justice.” How did that rather counter-intuitive vision of God’s distributive justice arise among Israelites and Jews within the biblical tradition? It was hardly overtly obvious in the ancient world then or the modern world now. It did not come from any imagined possibility or abstract theory of civil rights or democratic rights or human rights. It came instead from the experienced actuality and concrete reality of household rights. The well-run peasant household, with dues and duties, entitlements and responsibilities, was the biblical tradition’s metaphor for both a well-run World at large and a well-run Country at home.

That is why God acts with “justice and righteousness in the earth” (Jeremiah 9:24) and the King with “justice and righteousness in the land” (Jeremiah 23:5; 33:15). From House through Land to Earth it should always be a matter of distributive justice and restorative righteousness. Hence the biblical tradition can accept extreme poverty as sometimes necessary (for example, during the Exodus from Egypt) but not extreme inequality. Imagine, it thinks, of entering a peasant household and finding some of the children starving while others are overfed. That is the obscenity haunting the biblical imagination, causing its God to demand adequacy for all and enough for each.

(If you operate within standard patriarchy, you might call the householder “Father” but, since one in three first-century children was fatherless by fifteen, that might be as much nostalgia as patriarchy. In any case, note how Christianity’s official prayer begins with “Our Father [Householder]” before it gets to “Your Kingdom.”)

I turn now to Where Now and What Next for this present chapter. I have argued in this chapter that the Christian Bible presents us with a God of nonviolent distributive justice but also one of violent retributive justice. It also proclaims Jesus the Christ as both the Christ of the nonviolent Sermon on the Mount and the Christ of the violent book of Revelation. But humans are made in “the image and likeness” of God (Gen. 1:26a, 27), and Christians are called to be “joint heirs” with Christ (Rom. 8:17) for the care and preservation of creation (Gen. 1:28; Rom. 8:19). How, then, are we to act against injustice and violence—nonviolently or violently?

This is the essential question behind my title How to Read the Bible and Still Be a Christian. Do we choose and follow one or the other option since both are presented as the character of the biblical God? But if one Christian chooses God as nonviolent, another may—with equal validity—choose God as violent. Is the answer to my titular “How?” simply, “It’s your choice”? Or, alternatively, should we mix a transcendental cocktail of so many parts violence and so many parts nonviolence depending on personal taste or according to denominational tradition?

It is my task in the next chapter to suggest another and different option for How to Read the Bible and Still Be a Christian. Furthermore, and even more importantly, my proposed solution will not come externally from me but internally from the Christian Bible itself.

It comes from proposing a Christian theology of the Christian Bible by imagining the Bible as a whole—as a completed volume, as an organized unity, and as an integrated totality. Even though scholars may see the Bible as a collection of diverse works from authors with diverse backgrounds, theologies, and purposes, the church must deal with the Bible as a whole, as revelation, as guidance for our lives today. I plan to read that Christian Bible as if nobody ever told me about two discrete sections called an Old Testament and a New Testament. I will think about it as if our copies lacked any such divisions and we could read straight through, book after book, from Genesis to Revelation.

In Chapter 2 I explore the question “What does the Christian Bible reveal about its own imagination of God’s character when we read it through as a complete unit and as an integrated whole?” Is there more there than a simple parallel bipolarity of violence and nonviolence?





CHAPTER 2

Centering

THE MEANING IN THE MIDDLE?




[I]t is with civilization that human “savagery” becomes an agonizing part of the human condition. As civilization dawns, the ground of human existence turns an unearthly shade of red.

ANDREW BARD SCHMOOKLER, The Parable of the Tribes



DOES THE END OF a book determine the meaning of the story? In other words, does the end define the beginning and middle of a narrative? If the Christian Bible were a random collection of books, I could possibly play one against another or prefer this one to that one. But since I think of those books as organized sequentially with a driving narrative thrust, must not the final book—John of Patmos’s Apocalypse—provide the full purpose and final meaning of it all? What is at stake is whether the vision of Jesus and God portrayed in the final book of Revelation trumps the other perspectives found earlier in the Bible.

We usually assume that the meaning of a narrative is fully disclosed only at its conclusion. Think of how you might react if, deeply engrossed in a movie, the screen went suddenly blank about six minutes before the finale; or you found your engrossing page-turner lacking the last fifty pages. We might be able to figure out everything important in a story if an earlier portion were left out, but we are at a loss if the ending is gone.

Perhaps Aristotle might help us here. In 350 BCE, he wrote that a plotted tale had to be a “whole” and “a whole is that which has a beginning, a middle, and an end” (Poetics 7). In other words, a story’s ending is not more important than its beginning or middle; all the essential elements must be present for the story to be “whole.” So could the meaning of a story be fully revealed at the start or in the middle or only and always at the end? Is the importance of the end to meaning some cosmic law or transcendental decree?

The simple answer is no, as the Bible itself will attest. I will make two exploratory probes into biblical stories to show why this is not the most important question. There is another movement within the Bible that sheds further light on the matter. My purpose in all this is not simply to solve the problem posed in my title How to Read the Bible and Still Be a Christian, but also to broach the possibility that there is an internal solution within the Christian Bible itself.

Two Exploratory Probes

MY FIRST EXPLORATORY PROBE starts in the book of Leviticus, which includes this rather stunning announcement from God: “The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine; with me you are but aliens and tenants” (25:23). In other words, since the land is life itself, householders are but agents and stewards of God as owner, and they are only tenant farmers on another’s land and resident aliens in another’s country. (It is as if God announced today: Capital belongs to me; you are all doubtful creditors and bad debtors.)

It is easy enough to imagine the purpose of taking one’s ancestral land off permanent sale. The theory is that originally God distributed the land fairly and equitably among the tribes, clans, and families of Israel. That distributive justice must never be annulled, and the rest of Leviticus 25 spells out in some detail what must happen if land needs to be sold temporarily, but never permanently.

Every fiftieth year was to be the Jubilee Year of liberation, redemption, and restoration. During that Jubilee Year, all rural property sold temporarily through necessity was to be returned to its original ancestral owners:



And you shall hallow the fiftieth year and you shall proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you: you shall return, every one of you, to your property and every one of you to your family. . . . In this year of jubilee you shall return, every one of you, to your property.” (25:10, 13)



In fact, the buyer of such alienated rural property did not actually own the land but only its produce, pending the land’s return in the next Jubilee Year. The buyer is instructed, “If the years are more [to the next Jubilee], you shall increase the price, and if the years are fewer, you shall diminish the price; for it is a certain number of harvests that are being sold to you” (25:16).

It is interesting, by the way, that the Jubilee Year started “on the day of atonement” (25:9). It is almost as if the very necessity of having a Jubilee Year pointed to something sinful that required forgiveness. In any case, all of this is quite clear in theory: land may be sold temporarily but never permanently. So how did that beautiful distributive justice work out in practice? Think of one rather extreme example of its annulment—but possibly a paradigmatic one for very many less extreme instances.

King Ahab of northern Israel made the following offer to Naboth: “Give me your vineyard, so that I may have it for a vegetable garden, because it is near my house; I will give you a better vineyard for it; or, if it seems good to you, I will give you its value in money” (1 Kings 21:2). That certainly sounds fair enough. We might have instead expected from a king to a commoner: you have it, I want it, do you have a problem with that?

But Naboth knows his Torah and responds: “The Lord forbid that I should give you my ancestral inheritance” (21:3). Thereupon, Ahab’s wife has Naboth executed on trumped-up charges and gives his vineyard to her husband (21:4–16). It is not necessary, by the way, to demonize Queen Jezebel. She is simply a Canaanite princess who believes in an economic theology of open markets and free trade and, concluding that Naboth needlessly insulted her husband, acted accordingly (21:15).

I repeat that Naboth’s vineyard is an extreme case and not an ordinary example of how to negate Leviticus 25. But we know that another’s land was permanently acquired, if not by buying and selling, then at least by mortgaging and foreclosing. Otherwise, Isaiah would not have needed to lament, “Ah, you who join house to house, / who add field to field, / until there is room for no one but you, / and you are left to live alone / in the midst of the land!” (5:8).

Furthermore, scholars have often wondered, if the Jubilee Year was actually observed regularly every fiftieth year, why do we have so little mention of it across our later texts? If, as is likely, it was not observed, then the core of the Priestly tradition—to which Leviticus belongs—is reduced from divine decree to mere suggestion.

Be that as it may, I want you to think for a moment about the sequence of yes-and-no, affirmation-and-negation, acceptance-and-rejection, assertion-and-subversion in that just-seen attempt to maintain distributive justice in landownership under God. Put another way, there is a struggle between God’s radical ideal for us (Lev. 25:23), which I call the radicality of God, and the standard coercive ways that cultures in fact operate (Isa. 5:8), which I call the normalcy of civilization.

Hold on to that tensive dialectic as I turn from Old to New Testament and from one end of the Christian Bible to the other for my second exploratory probe.

Of the New Testament’s twenty-seven books, thirteen are attributed to the Apostle Paul. But scholars

















A Rhythm of Assertion-and-Subversion
































			

			









“An Unearthly Shade of Red”
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