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Preface

I look back with some amusement on the fact that I have introduced all of my recent books as “probably my last book.” In all honesty I must confess that this has been accurate. At the time I was engaged with each “last book” I had no idea that another lay hidden under the doormat, but that happened to be so. A new book was always born in the process of going over the present book. I did not mean to be dishonest. The fact remains that I have thus far written five “last books.” I think I can guarantee that this current volume, however, will be my last.

I am now in my eighty-seventh year of life and when this book comes out in 2018 I will be (if I am still living) in my eighty-eighth year. It continues to be a rich and full life. So far in the study for this book no subjects have presented themselves, but if they had I would have to say no. The reasons for that statement will be clear as this preface unfolds.

I have no regrets. Some of my best books have been written in these twilight years of my life. I look at Eternal Life: A New Vision—Beyond Theism, Beyond Religion, Beyond Heaven and Hell, The Fourth Gospel: Tales of a Jewish Mystic, and Biblical Literalism: A Gentile Heresy, for example, my three “last books,” and feel a great sense of accomplishment. Like those predecessors, this new book, Unbelievable: Why Neither Ancient Creeds Nor the Reformation Can Produce a Living Faith Today, is based on the experience of finding that the traditional words of religion have lost their believability; for me, it became a necessary piece of work to clear away things that had not been dealt with in previous books. It is a fitting culmination to a writing career that has extended for almost fifty years.

Let me tell you a story, a true story. My wife and I had planned on finishing my lecturing career at the end of June 2017. We had actually planned on doing it earlier, but the invitations continued to come. It seemed as though they would never cease. With all of the travel and sleeping in a wide variety of circumstances, it became harder and harder to prepare and to make the lectures. Yet I continued to love to do it. Still, Christine and I decided that June would be it. We agreed that perhaps if an invitation came that was just irresistible we might consider it, but by and large June 30, 2017, would be the end. Consequently we planned these last few months carefully, with the goal of returning to some of our favorite places.

We began by returning to the Chautauqua Institution in western New York. I think I have been there on eight different occasions. It is a rich diet. In recent years I was there with Roger Rosenblatt, who brought with him each week a series of stars from the world of Hollywood, television, Broadway and the arts. We met Tom Brokaw, Jim Lehrer, Jane Pauley, Garry Trudeau, Julie Andrews and her daughter Emma Walton Hamilton, Alan Alda and many others. Roger introduced them all and called forth the inner self of each. Earlier I had also spent a memorable week with Buckminster Fuller. During each weekday morning these lectures followed a worship service with a noted preacher.

The 2:00 P.M. slot each afternoon was the theological hour and the time when I spoke. I introduced a book about every two years, and for the last three times I was there the recorded attendance was more than two thousand people a day. About twenty-five percent of my audience was Jewish. I love that place deeply. So in 2016 we went back to Chautauqua to introduce Biblical Literalism: A Gentile Heresy. It was a highlight in our lives.

This was followed by a period of time in the mountains of western North Carolina near Highlands and Cashiers. Christine and I have gone there annually for years, climbing a mountain a day. We always saved the hardest mountain, Chimney Top, for the last day. We had failed to make it to the crest in 2015, having halted about a hundred yards from the top because we did not feel up to scrambling/climbing the last bit. It was for us both a crushing defeat. We charged it off to age. That summer of 2016 we went up again, not expecting to reach the top, but just to see how near we could come. We made it all the way, and filled with the celebratory sense of achievement, we came back home in a rainstorm that was quite refreshing. We looked like drowned rats!

On Sunday and Monday nights I lectured to about two hundred people at the Church of the Incarnation in Highlands. I had been a lecturer there for a number of years and knew the audience well. Most of them were summer tourists, who were the intellectual leaders in their communities all over the South, but they listened with their ears attuned to a new dimension of understanding.

We then enjoyed some family time at the wedding of my brother’s only daughter, Ashley, and her husband, Mark, in New Orleans. It was a joy to be with my deceased brother’s family. Next we visited with our children and grandchildren in Vermont.

After that we set off for Marquette, Michigan, to begin the fall lecture schedule. Following our visit to Marquette we planned to take our last European tour. First, there would be a relaxing trip down the Rhine River. When that was ended we were to take a train to Paris and do lectures at the American Cathedral in that city, where the dean, Lucinda Laird, is a former priest of our Diocese of Newark, New Jersey. Then we would stay in Paris for an additional two days to do lectures and media events for our French publisher, Karthala Editions, which was bringing out two more of my books in translation in 2016.

We were then scheduled to go to the United Kingdom, starting first in Glasgow, followed by an appearance at a conference at the Gladstone Library in Wales. We were to be there for seven days in all, and I would actually be doing a lectureship named for my mentor John A. T. Robinson and myself, the Robinson-Spong Lecture on Contemporary Theology. One does not get a chance to fulfill a lectureship in one’s own honor very often! Following that we would go to Birmingham and London, including visiting St. James’ Church, Piccadilly, a wonderful church in London. We were to return to the United States about the first of November. It was, however, not to be.

We got to Marquette on Friday night, September 9. Nothing was scheduled that evening except for a lovely dinner party at one of Marquette’s top restaurants. It was a delightful time seeing old friends and renewing relationships. We laughed and enjoyed ourselves greatly. My first assignment was at the University of Northern Michigan at 11:00 A.M. on Saturday. I got up early, went to the fitness center and got in my regular four miles on the running track. Returning, I took Christine to breakfast, came back and showered, shaved and dressed to get ready for the day. That was when it happened. Suddenly I was on the floor and unconscious. I say unconscious for that is what it seemed like, but I was high above my body, surveying the whole scene. I was wonderfully at peace. I did not feel a thing. Suddenly those attending me felt a need to cut off my clerical shirt. I watched them do it and then I truly did enter into unconsciousness. I later asked Christine what had happened and she told me that they had cut off my shirt, just as I had seen them do, in order to place sensors on my body. They even gave the shirt back to Christine. I have it now. It was quite surreal, but in fact it was a stroke hitting the right side of my body, which I could no longer move. That was September 10, 2016. I stayed in the Marquette Hospital for about a week before being transported in a medically equipped plane to Morristown, New Jersey, where I spent an additional two weeks in the hospital, learning slowly and patiently to walk again. As I write this, I seem fully recovered. I now walk on my treadmill every day, I am able to go to church every Sunday and recently took great delight in watching my wife run a half-marathon in Richmond. I still have trouble writing. Oh, I can do it all right, but as yet no one can read it! I expect that to improve with time.

That little stroke means that this will be my last book. Fortunately for me it was already largely written. All it needed was the usual copyediting and correcting for delivery to Harper. We even met the deadline, although Harper had waived the limit and agreed to receive it whenever it arrived. I was delighted to send it in prior to the due date.

That is my story. I have received over thirty thousand pieces of communication, by mail, through my column and by Facebook, since my stroke. I appreciated every one of them, but the inability to write, and the sheer volume of the messages, has made it impossible to respond to them in person, no matter how grateful I am. Perhaps this brief acknowledgment will serve to show my gratitude.

My wife Christine deserves more credit for this book than anyone else. She had heard it, piecemeal, in lectures, and while I was the sickest she amused herself by typing parts of it. She was also familiar with it because it had appeared in my column, which she had edited. I had even written columns ahead to cover that time I would be away in Europe. So my column wound up on a positive note. I will not resume the column, but I hope the folks at my website, A New Christianity for a New World (johnshelbyspong.com), will soon find a replacement to carry out its vital ministry. I wrote the column for fourteen years, and it was always a pleasure.

My thanks go to Drew University and especially to Jesse Mann, the theology librarian. He assisted with the bibliography and was most gracious. Drew has been a serendipity in my life.

Perhaps the greatest experience I discovered in this sickness is how deeply my family cares for me. Children and grandchildren came to see me and I loved it. We have had tremendous conversations, which have made the ordeal a beautiful thing. I am particularly and eternally grateful for the love and attention that have been given to Christine and me.

I wish to thank Rosemary Halstead, secretary at St. Paul’s Church in Morris Plains, for serving as my secretary and working on my column for all fourteen years, as well as for typing much of this current book. I could not have done it without her.

My thanks to my HarperCollins team for a lifetime of support: Mark Tauber, my publisher; Mickey Maudlin, my editor; and the best manuscript manager and copyeditor, Lisa Zuniga and Kathy Reigstad, that I have ever known. They are incredible.

My thanks also go to Kelly Hughes of DeChant Hughes in Chicago, who Harper hired to handle the launch of most of my books. Kelly is a lively and competent young woman.

Above all I wish to thank my host of readers who encouraged me to keep writing. That support has meant a lot to me. I must give up the column now, but while I wrote it I was carried by their support. I thank each of them personally.

Finally, this book reflects my dedication to that group of people who sustained me for a lifetime; chief among those are my wife and daughters. I dedicate this book to them.

Shalom!

John Shelby Spong

Morris Plains, New Jersey
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Why Modern Men and Women Can No Longer Be Believers

It was my daughter Jaquelin Ketner Spong, the recipient of a Ph.D. degree in physics from Stanford University, who once said to me: “Dad, the questions the church keeps trying to answer, we don’t even ask anymore.” I was quite startled, for it painted a picture of the irrelevance of religion that was profound. Could the enterprise to whose institutional expressions I had dedicated my entire professional life really be this out of touch? Could it ever again be a force possessing the ability to shape the life of the world? Could the system of thought that had for centuries dominated Western understanding and the Western world finally be at the end of its life? These were troubling questions.

Theology was once called the “queen of the sciences,” and it garnered enormous respect in the great academies of learning, but now it appears no longer to be able to attract the brightest and best into its ranks. Indeed, one must almost apologize for spending one’s time in this academic arena. This is not a new phenomenon. When I was an undergraduate at the University of North Carolina in the early 1950s, my faculty advisor, Dr. Louis Katsoff, who was also head of the Department of Philosophy, asked on our initial interview why I wanted to major in philosophy. “Because I want to be a priest in my church,” I replied. I had come out of a culture in the South where such a vocation still carried a great amount of cachet. Dr. Katsoff punctured that assumption quite quickly. “Why do you want to spend your life dealing with a medieval superstition?” he asked. For my entire career in that department I constantly had to defend and to justify my choice. There was, however, still enough of a religious veneer in our society that I could proceed with my chosen profession.

When finally armed with my undergraduate degree in philosophy, with substantial work in the life sciences, which particularly attracted me, and with my master’s degree in divinity from the Protestant Episcopal Theological Seminary in Virginia, I began my career as the rector of St. Joseph’s Episcopal Church, located right off the campus of Duke University in Durham, North Carolina. My 11:00 A.M. congregation was made up primarily of married graduate students from Duke in various fields, but medicine and chemistry stand out in my memory as dominant, supplemented by undergraduates, who were mostly female students. This imbalance was caused by the fact that the church was next door to East Campus, where female students were housed, and not because of a sexist bias.

Sunday after Sunday in that church I had to deal with how traditional Christianity, which I represented, interacted or failed to interact with brilliant, educated graduate and undergraduate university students. One learns quickly in such an environment that claims for the “authority of the Bible”—filled, as that book is, with stories of an invasive, supernatural deity performing miracles—are ignored, and all attempts to define “the true faith,” or to pronounce anything that deviates from a traditional understanding to be “heresy,” is more a conversation-stopper than it is a way to dialogue. I also learned in that church and from that congregation that there was, and I suspect continues to be, a yearning for a meaningful religious experience or, at least, a way to have one’s life enhanced by something beyond itself. The desire to believe in this something or to feel oneself to be embraced by a sense of transcendent wonder appears to be well-nigh universal. On this frontier that seems to exist between contemporary knowledge and religious yearning, I was destined to spend most of my ordained life. I kept recalling the words of the seventeenth-century French philosopher and theologian Blaise Pascal, who wrote: “The heart has its	reasons that reason knows not of.”*

Even now, looking back on my career, there is no doubt that I had times of success working on this frontier. Surprisingly enough, I lived out my life as a priest not in what might be thought of as liberal parts of either my nation or my church, but in the most traditionally conservative parts. My first congregation, just off the campus of Duke, grew while I was there with a significant surge of new members. I called them the “converts.” They came primarily from small-town, fundamentalist religious backgrounds, both Roman Catholic and Protestant. When their religious training collided with the thought that bombarded them from this great university, they abandoned fundamentalism in droves. I appeared to offer them a way to continue to be believers that they had not known before. That pattern continued in my other priestly assignments, all of which were in traditional parts of the United States. I served a church in the agricultural belt of eastern North Carolina, in Tarboro. Then I moved to the small city of Lynchburg, which was thought of as the northern edge of “conservative Southside Virginia.” Next I became rector of a church in the heart of Richmond, Virginia, that called itself “the Cathedral of the Confederacy.” During the American Civil War both Robert E. Lee and Jefferson Davis were regular worshippers. In all of these congregations my appeal was to those who had either abandoned the religion of their childhood as no longer relevant to the life they were living, or, at the very least, packed their religious upbringing into a compartment of their lives, where knowledge or new insight would never be allowed to challenge it. The success I enjoyed in each of those places led me into the delusion that I had discovered the doorway into a new Christian future.

That all changed in 1976 when I was elected the bishop of the Diocese of Newark, an area that encompasses the New Jersey suburbs of New York City, with its incredible diversity. A brand-new perspective on ministry was forced into my awareness.

I learned, first, that a bishop exercises little leadership over local congregations. His or her influence is guided mostly by example over a long period of time. Most local congregations dance to the tune of their established membership, and in most cases the personal security of that membership is bound up with what they might call the “faith of our fathers.”* (I am sure they also meant “mothers,” but that was not always either obvious or emotionally accurate.) I also learned that most clergy are either unable or unwilling to engage the great theological issues of the day because of their perception that to do so will “disturb the faith and beliefs” of their people. Indeed, that was the reaction that my initial theological reflections as bishop prompted.

The first hint I had of this reaction came very shortly after my election, before the glow of pride had been allowed to be enjoyed for more than a day. Election as a bishop is followed, in the Episcopal Church, by a confirmation process. During this time what I believed was to be examined deeply. I had already written three books. My thoughts were out there, in the public arena. The first book, entitled Honest Prayer,* challenged the presuppositions behind the traditional activity we call prayer. The second was This Hebrew Lord,* which challenged some of the traditional theological assumptions that have been built up through the centuries in regard to the central symbol of the Christian story, Jesus of Nazareth. Doctrines such as the Incarnation and the Holy Trinity that once had made contact with the thought forms of their day were, I suggested, no longer registering with this generation. There was nothing in either book that had not been discussed openly in my theological training. This was my first awareness of the gap between the academy and the pew, to say nothing of the gap in honesty between what clergy both knew and believed and what they were willing to say. There is a game being played in contemporary church life where truth is suppressed in the name of unity.

The third book was entitled Dialogue in Search of Jewish-Christian Understanding.* It was co-authored with a brilliant rabbi named Jack Daniel Spiro. He had read my book This Hebrew Lord and had challenged me to a series of dialogues in which the members of my congregation would be forced to engage their stereotypical prejudices about Jews and the members of his congregation would be forced to engage their stereotypical prejudices about Christians. When one steps outside the circle of one’s own religious history to engage another’s religious history, the pious religious clichés of the past simply do not work. How can we present the typical Christian claim that Jesus is “God’s only son” to a congregation of Jews who believe that God is so awesomely one and holy that to suggest that God had a son seems like blasphemy?

This dialogue lifted me into a new level of notoriety; it was covered by local radio, television and the print media, but it then became a national story, at least in religious circles, coming into the awareness of the increasingly non-religious population and even the thoroughly secular population through the Washington Post. My attempts to speak to a non-traditionally religious body of people was seized upon or attacked by church representatives who were not sure they wanted someone who violated traditional boundaries to serve as one of their bishops. Apparently my positions, all of which were widely taught and understood by the theological seminaries—including the one that had trained me for ordination—had challenged, frightened and threatened the religious world.

I also noticed in this struggle that while the attacks on my faith from my religious critics gained a good bit of public notice, in secular society the matter was regarded as little more than a dispute within the sphere of the religious world. It certainly did not create a desire for anyone to look again at the faith system from which they had significantly moved away. My critics could not see that the faith they wanted to define in the most traditional forms appealed not at all to those who had left organized religion and who had no desire to return to its antiquated forms of worship. So out of touch with reality were these traditionalists that they really did believe that if they kept Christianity inside its recognizable framework of creedal beliefs, someday “the lost sheep” would find their way back into the fold. To confirm a bishop who did not guard that tradition meant that the fox of secularity had entered the hen house of the church! Only disaster could result. So in their minds I was the heretic who could not be allowed entrance to a position of authority.

My opposition was led by ultra-conservative church publications whose titles betrayed their position. The Living Church and The Certain Trumpet were two of them.* I was shocked by this experience and for the first time disillusioned at what seemed to me to be a bleak Christian future.

Controversy in the Christian church is seldom just about biblical exegesis and theological formulations. By and large people do not want to engage these issues publicly, perhaps because they know deep down that their religious convictions cannot stand much public scrutiny. So most church fights and even divisions are on social issues such as racial prejudice, equality for women or members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender community, or issues of human sexuality like birth control, abortion and the ordination of women to be priests and bishops. Those issues, in which the church has little expertise, have split the “body of Christ” into competing splinter groups, rival hierarchies and mutually exclusive claims to be “the true church.”

So while my confirmation seemed to be based on “heretical claims” found in those first three books of my writing career, the meaning that gave it passion was my participation in the civil rights movement, the women’s liberation and ordination movement and the gay rights movement. These were surely in the background, but the fact that I was not a “true believer” in the formulas of the past became visible for the first time. Had I not been elected bishop, my theology would have remained hidden.

Far more than these critics in the church recognized, however, these theological issues had been bubbling beneath the surface, waiting for an opportunity to erupt publicly. My election as a bishop provided just such an opportunity. The issues, though, were not new; they had simply been repressed. Friedrich Nietzsche had declared in the nineteenth century that God is dead. Few people paid much attention to Nietzsche, however, who was widely regarded as a madman. In 1960 a group of theologians emerged in the United States who called themselves the “God is dead theologians.”* They achieved a certain amount of notoriety, being featured in the cover story in TIME magazine on April 8, 1966. In the larger Anglican family that housed my Episcopal Church there were two sitting bishops who stirred these waters. In England John A. T. Robinson broke out of the pack with a book published in 1963 entitled Honest to God,* which touched a nerve in the English population, becoming hotly debated first in the English papers, then in the world press and finally entering into conversations in the pubs and among the cabbies of the nation. Generally the world devoured Bishop Robinson’s thought, while the established church resisted it. In the United States it was a bishop named James Albert Pike whose books A Time for Christian Candor and If This Be Heresy* also broke out of the boundaries of the church to be read by a critical-thinking world, while generally being criticized and reviled by the church hierarchy.

By and large, what the world relished, the church abhorred. John Robinson, in that exquisitely understated English manner, was marginalized by the Church of England. He was left to wallow in the rather secondary role of an area bishop and was never allowed to head up a major diocese. He finally resigned from the bishop’s office and went back to his career as an academic. In the United States traditional voices, led by the bishop of South Florida, Henry I. Louttit, Sr., constantly threatened Bishop Pike with a heresy trial, which was averted ultimately by Bishop Pike’s resignation and his move into a think tank. Robinson and Pike were not the only ones who were battling on this frontier, but they were the major ones in the struggle for relevance.

In Roman Catholicism that church’s most brilliant ordained scholars, who dared to move beyond the defined boundaries of “orthodoxy,” were harassed, silenced, removed and marginalized. One thinks of Edward Schillebeeckx, Hans Küng, Matthew Fox, Leonardo Boff and Charles Curran. Lay Roman Catholic scholars, especially female Roman Catholic scholars, could get away with a great deal more—and they did. They were simply ignored or were denied the privilege of speaking at or teaching in Roman Catholic schools. Joseph Ratzinger, first as the cardinal inquisitor and later as Pope Benedict XVI, led this attempt at suppression.

Observing these events in church life was a little like watching Humpty Dumpty being lived out in history. The theological consensus of the past was being broken into thousands of pieces, and “all the church’s horses and all the church’s men” could not put it back together again!

At first the response of institutional Christianity was to seek a renaissance in security-offering churches, where the old-time religion was offered, together with modern music and charismatic, show-boating evangelicals who had more volume than conviction and were content to say to people: “You do not have to think about these things; you only have to trust and obey.” The just-under-the-surface crisis in faith would soon go away, they assured their increasingly large audiences. That movement has, however, proved not to be the wave of the future. The great expansion of evangelical religion, with its rise of mega-churches, has now crested and has actually begun its inevitable retreat. The second generation of evangelical leaders has not been as compelling as the first. Some of those churches have morphed into feel-good places that avoid controversy and critical thought to concentrate on easing their people’s way through life. The biggest sign of the demise of organized religion in our generation, however, has been the statistical downward spiral of mainline churches, most of which know too much to play the security games of their past, but which have not yet figured out what to do as they move into the future. Signs of death in organized religious circles are, therefore, rampant. Churches are closing, merging and fading. Budgets are shrinking. Programs and staff are all declining.

In Europe Christian churches increasingly look and act like museums. Church attendance is down in many cases to less than ten percent of each country’s population. That decline is not denomination- or tradition-specific. It is true in the Roman Catholic countries of Spain, Italy and France. It is also true in the Protestant countries of England, Scotland and Scandinavia.

A recent poll conducted by the Pew Research Foundation suggests that in the American electorate the religious affiliation category called “none” now equals in numbers those who call themselves evangelicals, as well as those who call themselves Roman Catholics. Among those who are defined today as “millennials”—that is, those who were born from 1979 on, who have reached maturity in the twenty-first century—the religious category called “none” is now the majority category.*

There clearly have been changes of dramatic proportions in people’s attitudes toward religion. This is not just a phase or a passing phenomenon. It is a rising tide that gives every evidence of being tomorrow’s norm. If nothing is done to address this crisis, the ultimate result seems to be clear. Christianity appears to be destined to take its place along with other religions and deities of human history that have died. The God of Christianity will be in a long line that has included Baal, Chemosh, Marduk, the gods of Olympus and the deities of the mystery cults. Each is now a lost chapter in the human pursuit of a spiritual dimension. At the same time, if Christianity is to survive it must undergo so radical a transformation that people may well see no continuity between the Christianity of yesterday and the Christianity of tomorrow. Death could well come in either direction. Is there, however, still a choice to be made? Are Christians to be immobilized by the fear of failure? I am not willing to adopt that path. I vote for a radical rethinking of our religious symbols. I vote for a reformation that will be so total that many people will think that Christianity has already died. To stand by idly and do nothing is for me not an option. This book will push in this new direction.

So I vote for a risky future that includes a radical rethinking in which every symbol of our religious past must be examined, replaced or reconfigured. I recognize that calling this process a “reformation” is to use an historically loaded term. I will address that in the next chapter, but I know of no other word that can bear the weight of what I believe is necessary. I have decided to keep the word, while both recapping and stating that what we need today is far, far more than what that word has previously meant.

Would contemporary men and woman be interested in dealing with a group of theses in Lutherlike fashion? It is worth a test. If we opened the gates to a real debate, would modern people be prepared to contemplate and discuss theological ideas? We would have to get beyond their caustic reply: “He has abandoned every aspect of traditional Christianity.” Perhaps we need to say that every aspect of medieval Christianity needs to be abandoned. A thesis, in this reformation scenario, would be short, succinct and to the point. I have decided on twelve theses, which cover everything from God to Christ to prayer to life after death. In my weekly column, over a period of about two years, I engaged my audience with the possibility of just such a debate, a reformation. I was encouraged. Finally, I decided that the time had come to put all those theses together in a primer—this book—and to invite a vigorous debate. Hence the title of this book, Unbelievable.

I am not ready to surrender Christianity to a secular future. I am not willing to abandon the Christ experience, which I still find real, simply because the words traditionally used to describe that experience no longer translate meaningfully into the language of our day. I am willing to sacrifice all claims to possessing a literal Bible, literal creeds or historical liturgies in the Christianity that I seek to create, but I am not willing to sacrifice my conviction that there is something real that draws me beyond myself, which I call “God.” I am not willing to cease being a member of a church that has the courage to seek after the truth of God. I search in the motto of the seminary I attended for the truth of God, “come whence it may, cost what it will.”* I claim today and will in the foreseeable future claim for myself the title “Christian,” but I reserve the right to define what that title means. I am not willing to allow the word “Christian” to be claimed and defined exclusively by the voices of the past. I invite you, my readers, to journey with me into this new arena. I am convinced that when the ultimate history of the Christian church is written, my efforts will not be thought of as radical at all, but as not nearly radical enough. I am content, however, to leave that verdict up to the future. Let the reformation begin!
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How the First Reformation Began

On October 31, 1517, so the story goes, a solitary monk named Martin Luther approached the great doors of All Saints’ Church in Wittenberg, Germany, on which he planned to post a document entitled “The Dispute over the Power and Efficiency of Indulgences.” History has renamed that document “The Ninety-Five Theses.” It was designed to call the entire Christian church into debate.

What Luther was supposedly doing on that day was not particularly unusual. In academic circles throughout Europe, it was normal to post topics for public debate in public places. This was the way theological exploration was conducted. What flowed from that posting, however, was a surprise to Luther. He had touched a match to a massive amount of incendiary material, creating an explosion and lighting a fire that Luther himself could never have controlled, much less extinguished.

Wittenberg’s All Saints’ Church, known then as the “Castle Church,” was uniquely qualified to be the place where this blaze was ignited. It was also called the “Church of Relics,” claiming among its treasures vials of milk supposedly drawn from the breasts of the Virgin, straw allegedly taken from the manger of Jesus and even the body of one of the “Holy Innocents,” those male babies said to have been murdered by Herod in his attempt to destroy in his infancy God’s promised deliverer!

In Luther’s mind it was clear that institutional Christianity had ceased to be the “body of Christ” serving the world. It had instead become a profitable business, designed in such a way as to increase and even to enhance the church’s worldly power. In order to finance its institutional needs, which included the building of a new basilica at St. Peter’s in Rome, the Vatican had endorsed the practice of selling “indulgences.” A “sinner” could purchase one such indulgence and thereby forgo the need to repent. By challenging this practice, Martin Luther was striking a blow to the economic well-being of the Christian church of his time. Beneath that debate, however, was a deeper challenge to all of the authority claims being made by the church on its journey through history.

By the sixteenth century the power of the Christian church was so deeply entrenched in the life of Europe’s culture that for anyone to challenge its claimed authority to define truth was regarded as an act of heresy. That which was named “Mother Church” was the vehicle through which the “Father God” spoke to the world of men and women. An all-male ordained hierarchy, which stretched from the local priest all the way to the papal office, was acknowledged as the only proper channel through which that and the will of God could be discerned by human beings. That claim is what Luther was challenging.

Over the centuries the hierarchy had in fact defined the content of Christianity. The Nicene Creed had been adopted by Christian leaders at the Council of Nicaea in 325 CE, and it was believed to have summarized the “essence of the Christian faith” for all time. The church claimed for itself the sole right to interpret the sacred scriptures. That was not a difficult claim for the church to maintain in that day, for few people, other than the clergy, could either read or write. Most of the great universities of Europe existed primarily to train the clergy. The average layperson learned the stories of the Bible, not by reading the biblical text, but by looking at pictures painted by the world’s great artists, whose actual knowledge of the Bible was minimal. Almost every church had something called “the Stations of the Cross” on its walls. This was a pictorial display of the final scenes in the life of Jesus. How closely those stations followed the biblical narrative was of little concern. No one bothered to check. The images, along with those in the stained-glass windows, were simply absorbed.

The sixteenth century was also an age of almost unchallenged belief in a literal final judgment. God was regularly portrayed as a supernatural, all-seeing figure who lived above the clouds, watching human behavior. God wrote down, it was said, the deeds and misdeeds of all the people in the “Book of Life,” which would determine the eternal destiny of each individual soul. The difference between heaven and hell was enormous, so the bliss of heaven and the peril of hell were regularly made quite vivid, both in the sermons of the clergy, to which the people listened week after week, and in paintings depicting “Judgment Day” that they regularly saw. The fires of hell quite literally terrified the masses. Guilt was the coin of the church’s realm, and it permeated the emotions of every “sinner” with whom the church had to deal. Being able to buy an indulgence provided security, for the indulgence assured them of the forgiveness that was, they were quite certain, the only doorway into heaven. Time in purgatory could also be shortened for loved ones by the purchase of an indulgence. A strict behavior-controlling system was held in place by these practices. Unbeknownst to Luther, he was about to pull the linchpin on this entire way of life, causing it to come crashing down in ruins.

For at least two hundred years after Luther, Europe was roiled by this Reformation conflict. Traditional circles tried valiantly to re-establish the religious authority of the past and to impose it anew on the entire social order. At the same time, those who had been the repressed victims of this religious control system reveled in their new-found freedom and rejoiced in the future opportunities that were opening to them. They, therefore, resisted any attempt to harness or to stop the winds of change. Conflict between yesterday and tomorrow engulfed the Western world. A thirty-year war raged across Europe as traditionalists and reformers fought to impose their understanding of God on their opponents. The sinking of the ships of the Catholic Spanish Armada sailing toward Protestant England was even said to have proved that God was on the side of the reformers.

The traditionalists had the power of history and authority on their side. They could quote the doctrines and dogmas of the church, which they believed reflected God’s will. The reformers needed a counterclaim, and they found it in the authority of the Bible, almost always literally understood and called the “Word of God.” So “the church teaches” became the claim of one side and “the Bible says” became the claim of the other. When both sides in any conflict believe that they speak for God, the result is that each side demonizes the other. That was the backdrop through which each side, in that moment of history, endured the bitter and destructive struggle that we call the Reformation.

Martin Luther, the almost-accidental originator of this sixteenth-century reform movement, opened the doors for changes that he had never even imagined. Those doors would never close again in the same way. Feelings were destined to reach an emotional intensity not seen before in human history. Was Luther talking about the pope or the devil when he wrote: “The prince of darkness grim, we tremble not for him. His rage we can endure, for lo his doom is sure. One little word shall fell him.”* That one little word was “alone.” It was by faith “alone,” not by works or deeds, that salvation was accomplished. Indulgences were works! The result of this struggle was, therefore, always inevitable. In time, Martin Luther was condemned by the church, excommunicated as a heretic and driven into hiding. His life in danger, he was protected by certain political princes of Germany, who saw in Luther’s upheaval a way to break the power and control of the Vatican and thus to allow both the nation states of Europe and their wealth to develop independent of religious control. It was a tumultuous time in European history.

For so much anger, hostility, war and bloodshed to be displayed and for so many people to be persecuted, incarcerated and killed seems strange today when we seek to identify the substance of the debate that broke Catholic hegemony apart. Just as today’s church controversies tend not to be rooted in doctrinal issues, the battles of the Reformation were not about real issues of faith or belief. The Reformation ultimately was not fought over what a Christian must believe to be a Christian, but over issues of institutional authority and power.

Both sides in this moment of conflict still read the same Bible, still recited the same creeds and still sang the same hymns. Liturgical patterns did change, but for the most part the ancient liturgies of the church were all not only still recognizable, but they were also conducted in the same churches. Protestant polity became more democratic and less hierarchical. The people in Protestantism had more decision-making involvement, while Catholicism continued to operate under the slogan: “Father knows best.” For the most part, despite the intensity of the struggle, the essence of the Christian faith continued to be talked about in traditional and recognizable ways. The primary change was that doctrinal debate was no longer controlled by the church hierarchy; in other words, the church was no longer acknowledged as the final arbiter of truth.

In reality this single change opened up other vast arenas for transformation. From the leaders of science, freed now from ecclesiastical control, came a new understanding of how the world operated, which challenged the Christian formulas of antiquity. Changes began to come in unceasing waves, each building on the last. The result of these and so many other cascading insights was that traditional Christian concepts became less and less intelligible to more and more people. Those are the facts that are still today building pressure for a radically new kind of reformation. This one will not be about issues of authority; it must focus on the substance of Christianity itself. The questions which Christians are forced to ask today are qualitatively different from those that the Christians of the sixteenth century were asking. We want to know whether the idea of God still has meaning. We ask whether the historical creeds commit us to things that we cannot possibly still believe. We wonder how or if we can still use those creedal words with integrity. Can those fourth-century documents still be authoritative? Can there still be a definition of ultimate truth? Are not the claims of an infallible pope or an inerrant Bible both ridiculous in today’s world?

That is the place where we must begin the process of finding new words for our faith. The old words have lost their ability to serve in this way. This journey will go beyond the clichés of yesterday and will call us to a new faith for tomorrow. It will be an exciting adventure. This may be the theological ride of a lifetime.
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Differentiating the Experience from the Explanation

Time makes ancient good uncouth.”* James Russell Lowell, the poet who wrote these words, understood the difference between an experience and the way that experience is explained. So important is this distinction for our later theological work that I want to impress it onto the memories of my readers with two rather commonplace illustrations.

First, consider the motion of the sun. It rises in absolutely the same manner each day in the east and sets each day in the west. Look, however, at the variety of ways that this experience has been explained in human history. The Egyptians explained this natural phenomenon by suggesting that their god, Ra, rode his chariot across the sky each morning surveying the earth. The sun was the visible wheel of the chariot. Other ancient people explained the sun’s rotation as a heavenly body circling the earth, making the earth appear to be the center of the universe. Later, others believed it was caused by the planet earth turning on its axis as it made its annual elliptical orbit around the sun. The experience being described was identical, but each explanation reflected the time in which the explainer lived and the level of knowledge that the explainer possessed.

Now look at the experience of the physical disorder called epilepsy, a phenomenon that affects only a small minority of people, but is common enough to be universally recognized. A first-century epileptic seizure was identical with one that occurs in the twenty-first century. The way epilepsy was explained in the first century, however, differs so widely from the way it is explained in the twenty-first century that one would hardly recognize that the same thing was being described. It is hard to relate “demon possession” to the “electrical chemistry of a brain cell.” These illustrations point to the distinction between an experience, which can be real and even eternal, and the explanation of that experience, which is always time-bound and time-warped.

Jesus, whatever else he was, was a first-century person in whose life people believed that they experienced what they called “the divine” coming together with what they identified as “the human.” The explanations of that experience are what we find in the pages of the New Testament. Those biblical explanations inevitably reflect the worldview of the first century, the time in which the experience lived. No one can escape their own frame of reference. So first-century experiences will always be explained in terms of first-century thought forms, first-century presuppositions and first-century vocabulary. If we also literalize the explanations that were framed in the first century, we literalize the frame of reference in which those explanations were cast. One cannot, therefore, literalize the biblical narrative without literalizing a mentality that is both dated and doomed. Biblical literalism thus quickly becomes biblical nonsense.

The creeds of the church represent a fourth-century attempt to codify that Jesus experience, whatever it was. The creeds thus reflect the dualistic worldview of the Greek mind that dominated fourth-century thought. If we literalize the creeds or claims for their eternal infallible truth, we are inevitably literalizing the frame of reference of this long-passed era. No explanation can ever be identified with the experience or even the truth that it seeks to explain.

Therein lies the problem: Christianity, having recorded its first-century explanations of the Jesus experience in scripture, and its fourth-century explanations in creedal statements, then proceeded to make excessive claims for authority of those explanations, essentially freezing them into their first- and fourth-century frames of reference. Literalized words are always doomed words since our perception of truth is constantly expanding and changing.

The explosion of knowledge over the last five hundred years in the West has rendered most of the biblical and creedal presuppositions unbelievable. They rise out of a world that no longer exists. Yet churches continue to operate as if eternal truth could be placed into these earthen vessels, proclaiming that in both the Bible and the creeds ultimate truth has been captured forever. The result is that Christianity seems less and less believable to more and more people.

Can the Christ experience be separated from the dying explanations of the past? That is the current theological imperative. If we cannot achieve this separation, then surely Christianity will continue its relentless journey into a declining irrelevance. If we can, however, the result will necessitate a reformulation of Christianity that is so radical that Christianity as we know it may well die in the process.

Death, however, appears to be the only realistic alternative. I cast my vote for the latter. I would rather die in controversy than die in boredom. I post in this book a call for a new reformation, framing that call in the form of twelve theses. I will state them as sharply and as provocatively as I can. People need to feel the dead weight of traditional theological claims before they can open themselves and their ancient words to new possibilities. I will use the traditional words to lay bare the claim. Then I will seek to point out a new direction. It will not be easy, for we must use human words to define non-human truths. My readers will hear the familiar words. They will learn that external, non-human truths cannot be captured in these traditional concepts. It will be an interesting experience, perhaps even transformative.

Lowell said it so clearly: “Time makes ancient good uncouth.”

THE TWELVE THESES

1. GOD

Understanding God in theistic terms as “a being,” supernatural in power, dwelling somewhere external to the world and capable of intervening in the world with miraculous power, is no longer believable. Most God talk in liturgy and conversation has thus become meaningless. What we must do is find the meaning to which the word “God” points.

2. JESUS THE CHRIST

If God can no longer be thought of in theistic terms, then conceiving of Jesus as the incarnation of the theistic deity has also become a bankrupt concept. Can we place the experience of “the Christ” into words that have meaning?

3. ORIGINAL SIN

The biblical story of the perfect and finished creation from which we human beings have fallen into “original sin” is pre-Darwinian mythology and post-Darwinian nonsense. We have to find a new way to tell the old story.

4. THE VIRGIN BIRTH

The virgin birth understood as literal biology is totally unbelievable. Far from being a bulwark in defense of the divinity of Christ, the virgin birth actually destroys that divinity.

5. MIRACLES

In a post-Newtonian world, supernatural invasions of the natural order, performed by God or an “incarnate Jesus,” are simply not viable explanations of what actually happened. Miracles do not ever imply magic.

6. ATONEMENT THEOLOGY

Atonement theology, especially in its most bizarre “substitutionary” form, presents us with a God who is barbaric, a Jesus who is a victim and it turns human beings into little more than guilt-filled creatures. The phrase “Jesus died for my sins” is not just dangerous, it is absurd. Atonement theology is a concept that we must escape.

7. EASTER

The Easter event gave birth to the Christian movement and continues to transform it, but that does not mean that Easter was the physical resuscitation of Jesus’ deceased body back into human history. The earliest biblical records state that “God raised him.” Into what? we need to ask. The reality of the experience of resurrection must be separated from its later mythological explanations.

8. THE ASCENSION

The biblical story of Jesus’ ascension assumes a three-tiered universe, a concept that was dismissed some five hundred years ago. If Jesus’ ascension was a literal event of history, it is beyond the capacity of our twenty-first-century minds to accept it or to believe it. Does the ascension have any other meaning, or must we defend first-century astrophysics?

9. ETHICS

The ability to define and to separate good from evil can no longer be achieved with appeals to ancient codes such as the Ten Commandments or even the Sermon on the Mount. Contemporary moral standards must be hammered out in the juxtaposition between life-affirming moral principles and external situations. No modern person has any choice but to be a situationist.

10. PRAYER

Prayer, understood as a request made to an external, theistic deity to act in human history, is little more than an hysterical attempt to turn the Holy into the service of the human. Most of our prayer definitions arise out of the past and are thus dependent on an understanding of God that no longer exists. Let us instead think of prayer as the practice of the presence of God, the act of embracing transcendence and the discipline of sharing with another the gifts of living, loving and being.

11. LIFE AFTER DEATH

If we are to talk about eternal life with any degree of intellectual integrity, we must explore it as a dimension of transcendent reality and infinite love—a reality and love that, when experienced, let us share in the eternal.

12. UNIVERSALISM

We are called by this new faith into radical connectedness. Judgment is not a human responsibility. Discrimination against any human being on the basis of that which is a “given” is always evil and does not serve the Christian goal of offering “abundant life” to all. Any structure in either the secular world or the institutional church that diminishes the humanity of any child of God on any external basis of race, gender or sexual orientation must be exposed publicly and vigorously. There can be no reason in the church of tomorrow for excusing or even forgiving discriminatory practices. “Sacred tradition” must never again provide a cover to justify discriminatory evil. The call to universalism must be the message of Christianity.

Can a new Christianity be forged on the basis of these twelve theses? Can a living, vital and real faith that is true to the experience of the past, while dismissing the explanations of the past, be born anew in this generation? I believe it can, and so to engage in this task I issue this call to the Christian world to transform its holy words of yesterday into believable words of today. If we fail in this task there is little reason to think that Christianity, as presently understood and constituted, will survive this century. It is my conviction that we must move beyond theology, beyond creeds, beyond human perceptions to catch a new vision of the Christ. This book will be my attempt to do just that.





Part III

Thesis 1: God

Understanding God in theistic terms as “a being,” supernatural in power, dwelling somewhere external to the world and capable of intervening in the world with miraculous power, is no longer believable. Most God talk in liturgy and conversation has thus become meaningless. What we must do is find the meaning to which the word “God” points.





4

The Challenge of the Copernican Revolution

The laws by which the world operates have not changed since the dawn of time, but the way human beings explain and understand those laws has changed dramatically over the centuries of human history. As a direct result of these changes, the primary way that Western human beings of recent millennia have conceptualized God has gradually lost its meaning and has become discredited. In the past, God—whether the Christian God or some other deity—was the answer to almost everything that human beings could not otherwise explain. “Theism” was the name of the operative definition of God that people used, both consciously and unconsciously. That definition saw God as “a being” that dwelled outside the boundaries of this world, endowed with supernatural power and periodically intervening in history to answer prayers or to impose the divine will on life in this world. It is this definition that has been rendered nonsensical by the advance of knowledge. Today in the hearts and minds of most educated people in our Western world a huge question mark lives in the place that theism once occupied. A crisis of faith is now afflicting modern men and women. Because most people are unable to separate this human definition of God from the reality of God, there is a feeling abroad that God is dying, or perhaps has died. As I noted earlier, this is not a new idea. The death of God was officially announced to the Western world in the nineteenth century
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