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O the hope of Israel,
    the saviour thereof in time of trouble.…
Why shouldest thou be as a man astonied,
    as a mighty man that cannot save?

—Jeremiah 14:8–9

Then said the Jews, Will he kill himself?
because he saith, Whither I go, ye cannot come.

—John 8:22

And therefore as himselfe sayd No man can take away my soule And I haue power to lay it downe So without doubt, no man did, nor was there any other than his owne Will, the cause of his dying at that tyme.

—John Donne, Biathanatos




PROLOGUE

Crucifixion and the Conscience of the West

All mankind is forgiven, but the Lord must die. This is the revolutionary import of the epilogue that, two thousand years ago, a group of radical Jewish writers appended to the sacred scripture of their religion. Because they did so, millions in the West today worship before the image of a deity executed as a criminal, and—no less important—other millions who never worship at all carry within their cultural DNA a religiously derived suspicion that somehow, someday, “the last will be first, and the first last” (Matt. 20:16).

The Crucifixion, the primal scene of Western religion and Western art, has lost much of its power to shock. At this late date, perhaps only a non-Western eye can truly see it. A Japanese artist now living in Los Angeles once recalled the horror most Japanese feel at seeing a corpse displayed as a religious icon, and of their further revulsion when the icon is explained to them. They ask, she said: “If he was so good, why did he die like that?” In Japanese culture, “good people end their lives with a good death, even a beautiful death, like the Buddha. Someone dying in such a hideous way—for us, he could only be a criminal.”

Her perception is correct. The crucifix is a violently obscene icon. To recover its visceral power, children of the twenty-first century must imagine a lynching, the body of the victim swollen and distorted, his head hanging askew above a broken neck, while the bystanders smile their twisted smiles. Then they must imagine that grisly spectacle reproduced at the holiest spot in whatever edifice they call holy. And yet to go even this far is still to miss the meaning of the image, for this victim is not just innocent: He is God Incarnate, the Lord himself in human form.

Winners usually look like winners, and losers like losers. But thanks to this paradoxical feature of the Christian myth, there remains lodged deep in the political consciousness of the West a readiness to believe that the apparent loser may be the real winner unrecognized. In Christianity’s epilogue to the God-story that it inherited from Judaism, the Lord God becomes human without ceasing to be the Lord and, unrecognized by all but a few, experiences the human condition at its worst before winning in the end a glorious victory. By losing to Caesar, he wins a duel with the Devil and defeats death itself. The Bible ends as the greatest comedies so often end: with a solemn and festive wedding. The creator of a new heaven and a new earth in which every tear is wiped away becomes the spouse of the entire human race. By losing everything, God wins everything, for everybody, and the last word he speaks, with his bride at his side, is “Come!”

One of many implications of this epilogue to God’s life story has been that in the West no regime can declare itself above review. All power is conditional; and when the powerless rise, God may be with them. The motif of divinity in disguise is not unique to Christianity; but the Christian motif of unrecognized divinity judicially tried, officially condemned, tortured by his captors, executed in public, buried, and only then rising from the dead and ascending into heaven is, if not literally unique, then at least unique in the breadth of its political influence. Every verse in “Sweet Little Jesus Boy,” a black gospel tune sung at Christmas, ends with the wistful line “And they didn’t know who he was.” As his executioners nail him to the cross, Jesus prays: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34). Wherever lines like these or the ideas behind them have spread, human authority has begun to lose its grip on unimpeachable legitimacy. In the West, any criminal may be Christ, and therefore any prosecutor Pilate. As the abolitionist poet James Russell Lowell put it:


Truth forever on the scaffold, Wrong forever on the throne—
Yet that scaffold sways the future, and, behind the dim unknown,
Standeth God within the shadow, keeping watch above his own.



The great Western myth is designed to raise a second, more profound and more disturbing question, however: If God had to suffer and die, then God had to inflict suffering and death upon himself. But why would God do this?

Tout comprendre, c’est tout pardonner, the French say: To understand everything is to forgive everything. Every perpetrator was first a victim. Behind every crime stretches a millennial history of earlier crimes, each in its way an extenuating circumstance. But to whom does this infinite regression lead in the end if not to God? The guilt of God is certainly not a Christian dogma, and yet it is an emotionally inescapable implication of the Christian myth, visible and audible in countless works of Christian art. The pathos of those artistic enactments—those masses and oratorios, passion plays and memorial liturgies, and above all those paintings and sculptures in which the unspeakable is left unspoken—is inseparable from the premise that God is inflicting this pain upon himself for a reason. “The real reason,” as Albert Camus wrote in his haunting novel The Fall, “is that he himself knew he was not altogether innocent.”

A rural American folk hymn from the early nineteenth century captures this pathos in words of striking simplicity:


What wondrous love is this, O my soul, O my soul?
What wondrous love is this, O my soul?
What wondrous love is this that caused the Lord of Bliss
To bear the awful curse for my soul, for my soul,
To bear the awful curse for my soul?

To God and to the Lamb I will sing, I will sing,
To God and to the Lamb I will sing.
To God and to the Lamb who is the great I AM,
While millions join the theme, I will sing, I will sing,
While millions join the theme, I will sing.



“The great I AM” is, of course, God himself. The Lamb who is the great I AM is that same God turned into a sacrificial animal. The emotion the hymn is intended to evoke is rather like what many feel on visiting a battlefield where grave markers stretch to the far horizon. So many subjected to capital punishment, and so few, surely, guilty of anything approaching capital crime. Why had they to die? And did they die for me? What wondrous love was this?

Yet what brings tears to the eyes of some brings vomit to the mouths of others. For some, a military cemetery is a monument only to vanity and hypocrisy. For some, the Crucifixion will ever be what it was for Friedrich Nietzsche in The Anti-Christ:


God on the cross—are the horrible secret thoughts behind this symbol not understood yet? All that suffers, all that is nailed to the cross, is divine. All of us are nailed to the cross, consequently we are divine. We alone are divine. Christianity was a victory, a nobler outlook perished of it—Christianity has been the greatest misfortune of mankind so far.



If Apollo and Dionysus are divine, then the brilliant and passionate are godlike. If the crucified Christ is divine, then the suffering are godlike. He is their ideal, and they pursue it through their own suffering. (“All of us are nailed to the cross, consequently we are divine.”) Nietzsche found this dignification of suffering perverse, a wanton inversion of the natural order. Spiritually speaking, he said, the early Christians stank in his nostrils like Polish Jews.

Nietzsche’s visceral reaction, like his visceral anti-Semitism, commonly prompts a visceral counterreaction, but by this visceral intensity on both sides we may measure the power of what he was reacting against in the first place. His reaction was not gratuitous. He had seen, and seen correctly, something utterly shocking at the heart of the Christian myth, a “frightening hidden premise” to which the genteel Christianity of the late nineteenth century had grown numb. And he was prepared to offer a shocking anti-myth in order to make the original horror visible again. In The Anti-Christ, written in the last months before he lost his mind, Nietzsche asked:


What is good? Everything that heightens the feeling of power in man, the will to power, power itself.

What is bad? Everything that is born of weakness.

What is happiness? The feeling that power is growing, that resistance is overcome.

Not contentedness but more power; not peace but war; not virtue but fitness (Renaissance virtue, virtú, virtue unadulterated by morality).

The weak and the failures shall perish: first principle of our love of man. And they shall even be given every possible assistance.

What is more harmful than any vice? Active pity for all the failures and all the weak: Christianity.



As we look back on a century of genocide, the sarcasm of “And they shall even be given every possible assistance” is ghastly, even as rhetoric. And yet the larger point is powerfully made. The divinization of the victim is the wellspring of revolution, even as the demonization of the victim is the wellspring of repression.

To Christianity’s “the last shall be first,” somnolently intoned from countless German pulpits, Nietzsche reacts—like a madman in the back pew—with outraged astonishment. The last first! Why should the first not be first? Do they not deserve it? What have the last done that they should displace the first? Leave the losers at the bottom where they belong! The madman’s outburst disrupts the church service, but the opening outrage, in truth, was that verse droned from the pulpit. The madman’s offense was to take it seriously, as a statement that, if it could not be accepted, would have to be forcefully rejected. And the ushers who struggle to subdue the madman must struggle as well, if they are sincere Christians, with their human, all too human, tendency to agree with him.

Can there be such a thing as innocent, fully human suffering? Do not all adults have a little something on their consciences? Paradoxically, perhaps, humans believe more spontaneously in the innocence of animals than they do in their own. On a visit to Turin some months after writing The Anti-Christ, Nietzsche, long on the brink of insanity, was driven over the brink by the spectacle of a horse being flogged savagely by a coachman. The distraught philosopher flung himself on the fallen beast, wrapping his arms around its neck, seeking in vain to defend it. From the asylum where he was taken, he wrote his last semicoherent letter, signing it “The Crucified,” and then sank irretrievably into the madness that would last until his death a decade later.

That helpless horse has everything to do with Nietzsche’s obsession with the Crucifixion and no little to do with the tenacity of the Christian myth in minds less susceptible to it than his. Ancient Israel felt toward the lamb the sensitivity that modern Europeans typically feel toward the horse. Hyperdomesticated, like the human animal itself, and therefore poignantly vulnerable to abuse, the lamb invited metaphorical use in myth and ritual. Thus, in the Book of Exodus, the blood of the Passover lamb saved the Israelites from the Angel of Death whom God had sent against Egypt. Smeared on the lintels of the Israelites, this blood warned the angel that these were the houses he must “pass over” on his awful errand. In the Book of Isaiah, several centuries later, reference was made to a mysterious servant who, like a lamb, suffered without protest. In the Acts of the Apostles, this lamb is identified as the divine Christ, who has shed (and shared) his blood to save all mankind not from any passing threat but from mortality itself:

An Ethiopian had been on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. He was a eunuch, an officer at the court of the kandake, or queen, of Ethiopia, her chief treasurer. On his way home, he sat in his chariot reading the prophet Isaiah. The Spirit said to Philip, “Catch up with that chariot.” When Philip ran up, he heard him reading Isaiah the prophet aloud and asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?” He replied, “How can I, with no one to explain it to me?” But he urged Philip to get in and take the seat next to him. Now the passage of scripture he was reading was this:


Like a lamb led to the slaughterhouse,
Like a sheep dumb before its shearers,
He never opens his mouth.
In his humiliation fair judgment is denied him,
His descendants—who will ever speak of them,
Since his life on earth has been cut short?



The eunuch turned to Philip and said, “Tell me, is the prophet referring to himself or someone else?” Starting, therefore, with this text of scripture, Philip proceeded to explain the good news of Jesus to him.

Farther down the road they came to a body of water, and the eunuch said, “Look, here is some water; is there anything to prevent my being baptized?” He ordered the chariot to stop; then Philip and the eunuch both went down into the water, and he baptized him. (Acts 8:27–38; passage in italics from Isa. 53:7–8)



The atrocity of castration burns behind the lines that the eunuch is reading. Was he shorn of his testicles when he was just a lamb? Did he open his mouth before the shearers? In his humiliation was fair judgment denied him? And who will ever speak of his descendants? When he asks (in what tone of voice?) “Is the prophet referring to himself or someone else?” whom does he have in mind?

We do not know, but how can we refrain from guessing? It was a subtle but powerful literary move on Luke’s part to make Christianity’s first convert outside Palestine a black eunuch and to give him just these verses to read. The enslaved eunuch is, if you will, just the kind of convert Nietzsche would have predicted, believing as he did that Christianity is a religion for slaves and other emasculate losers, a cult of resentment deriving all its malignant energy from their bad luck. And yet, so far as we can tell, Philip says nothing to the eunuch about the eunuch’s own suffering, only directing his attention to the sufferings of the prophesied Lamb of God. What this kindles in the man, however, is a desire to undergo the death-and-resurrection rite of baptism, uniting his humiliation with God’s own and trusting that it will lead to exaltation in just the way that so appalled Nietzsche.

Castration is an atrocity within an atrocity. Perhaps someone in Ethiopia could have been hunted down and punished for castrating Philip’s convert, but who can be punished for perpetrating the human condition itself? To use the language of the myth, who is to be blamed for our expulsion from Eden? It is the Lord himself who cursed what he created. “Dust you are, and to dust you shall return,” he swore (Gen. 3:19), bringing death into a world that, until that moment, had known only life. That was the curse, but can we make him bear it? Our offense was so mild, his punishment so ferocious. Can we avenge ourselves upon him?

No, we cannot; we cannot make him “bear the awful curse” that he has inflicted on his creatures. But he can make himself bear it. And when he does, all lesser offenses can be caught up in one primal offense, his own, for which, though not without a wrenching change in his character, he can wreak the ultimate vengeance upon himself and deliver the ultimate gift—eternal life—as atonement. In the words of Paul (2 Cor. 5:19), he can “reconcile the world to himself” and himself to the world. As God, the Lord cannot cease to exist; but as Christ, he can taste death. Betrayed and abandoned, he can breathe his last breath in pain. The myth that he once did so has within it, as the greatest literature always does, the power to still that rage against the universe which any individual history can engender.

It doesn’t take castration, after all, to raise the question. It doesn’t take genocide. Far, far smaller misfortunes easily suffice. Cesare Pavese, a brilliant poet dead by his own hand at the age of forty-two, wrote, famously: “No one ever lacks a good reason for suicide.” He did not mean to trivialize the act, only to suggest that we refrain from it, more than we realize, by selective inattention to sorrows that, dwelt upon, would undercut our will to live. The myth and, especially, the ritual of the crucified God are ways to bring those sorrows, those horrors, to mind without succumbing to them. What they take away is not guilt, divine or human, but anger, not the sin of the past but the still uncommitted sin of the future.

In Louis Begley’s novel Mistler’s Exit, a wealthy American advertising executive impulsively flies to Venice to see again some of his favorite Titians. A young woman whom he meets in his hotel accompanies him on his visit to the great painter’s Martyrdom of Saint Lawrence, but he surprises her—and perhaps himself—with his sarcasm about it. “I haven’t noticed,” he says,


that it’s a part of religious iconography to have the Father or the Son attend torture sessions of the martyrs. In fact, right now I can’t think of any painting of the crucifixion or the deposition where the Father or the Holy Ghost looks on.… One wonders why. Celestial squeamishness? Or is it respect for the logic of the faithful? Fear that belief might be strained beyond the breaking point if the Father actually observed such things being done to the Son and did nothing to stop them?



Mistler is not the connoisseur he thinks he is. Medieval and Renaissance art frequently portrayed the Father, garbed as a priest, holding the transverse beam of the cross in his own hands, as if displaying the suffering Son to the viewer, while the Spirit, in the form of a dove, hovers near. All these paintings illustrate the perfect identity of the Father and the Son at the climax of the Son’s agony. A celebrated example is Masaccio’s The Holy Trinity with the Virgin and Saint John, in which the Father elevates the body of the Son above an altar just as, in the Mass, the priest elevates the consecrated bread, the sacramental body of Christ, above an altar. “This is my body” is, in effect, the silent caption of the painting, but the words are the Father’s, not the Son’s, for it is he, not the Son, who looks outward at the viewer. The suffering of the Son and the suffering of the Father are one as the Father and the Son are one with the Spirit in—recalling the title of the painting—the Trinity.

In Begley’s novel, Mistler’s young companion does not know that he is dying of cancer. The martyred saint and the crucified savior are psychological surrogates. The death Mistler wants God to notice is his own, and his deepest grievance, to quote the psychologist Allen Wheelis, is his “awareness that, before we die, nothing is going to happen. That big vague thing, that redemptive fulfillment, is an illusion, a beckoning bribe to keep us loyal. A symphony has a climax, a poem builds to a burst of meaning, but we are unfinished business. No coming together of strands. The game is called because of darkness.” Mistler does not believe in God, but his rage that the big vague thing is not going to happen is so huge and so personally felt that he craves the vindication of repudiating the God in whom he does not believe. Moreover, were it only possible, he would willingly take a step beyond repudiation and punish God.

But what if he were looking at a painting in which, if he chose to see it so, he could see God being punished for Mistler’s death? What sort of difference would that make? Subliminally, paintings by artists like Masaccio, El Greco, and Titian have stilled the rage in many Mistlers, but what finds its way to the painters’ canvases can be found as well in an artistically alert reading of the scriptures that inspired them. Such is the reading—a reading of the New Testament as a work of imaginative literature—that this book will attempt.

Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained: The English language may never surpass John Milton’s four-word summary of the Bible. But there is another way to “justify the ways of God to man,” as Milton aspired to do, than by granting God blanket immunity and then bowdlerizing his testimony lest he incriminate himself. An interpretation of the Bible in which God is allowed to be more hero than saint and in which it is taken for granted that no hero is without his flaw, not even the hero of a divine comedy, is the kind that, if a new Milton ever arose, could yield a new biblical epic.

Diós escribe derecho con líneas torcidas: God writes straight with crooked lines. The first, spoken pathos of the crucifix as an icon—that the crucified is both innocent and divine—yields to a second, unspoken pathos: that he is both divine and guilty. He is guilty less of sin than of ignorance. At the start, he was ignorant of his own power: He had to discover it by using it and by misusing it. Later, he was blind to his own weakness: That, too, he had to discover by succumbing to it. At length, he chose to undergo a human death in order both to prove to himself and to reveal to the world the full, mixed truth about himself, the truth that the horrified Nietzsche could only denounce.

Jesus bore, ironically, the name of the greatest warrior of his people. That we call him Jesus is an accident of Latin translation. Iēsous in the original Greek of the Gospels translates Hebrew yehoshua‘ or yeshua‘, alternate forms of the name Joshua, a name compounded of Hebrew words meaning “The Lord is salvation.” But how can this Joshua save others if he cannot save himself?

As the time for his execution draws near, God gives his answer to that question in a poem that includes the lines


Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies,
it remains but a single grain.
Yet if it dies, it yields a rich harvest.

(John 12:24)



The grain that must fall into the earth and die is the divine identity itself, which must be violently revised: “This is the very reason why I have come to this hour.” As he hangs in agony, they say of him, “He saved others, himself he cannot save” (Mark 15:31). The irony is not in their mouths. They speak, as they imagine, the simple truth. The irony is in our ears, and in his.

The world is a great crime, and someone must be made to pay for it. Mythologically read, the New Testament is the story of how someone, the right someone, does pay for it. The ultimately responsible party accepts his responsibility. And once he has paid the price, who else need be blamed, who else need be punished? The same act that exposes all authority as provisional renders all revenge superfluous. And because the death of God does this, it functions within the myth as not just another death but a redemptive death, one that saves us from the violence that we might otherwise feel justified in inflicting on one another. God must die, yes, but he will rise, and at his empty tomb, where none is king, all may be forgiven and may submit to one another. Thus does his kingdom come. Thus does the Lamb of God take away the sin of the world.


A Note to the Reader

In what follows, the text of the New Testament will be considered rather as if it were a stained-glass window. That is, it will be looked at and appreciated as a work of art, rather than seen through in an attempt to discern the historical events that lie behind it. Most recent books about the New Testament have had historical reconstruction rather than literary art as their animating concern, and most, accordingly, have sought to see through the text. Readers particularly interested in the difference between those books and this one—the difference between seeing through and looking at—may wish to skip to the epilogue, “On Writing the Lives of God,” or to the second appendix, “The Bible as Rose Window.” Readers more interested in the story as a story than in ancient history or in critical methodology may proceed directly to Part One and to the opening words of the Gospel According to John: “In the beginning was the Word.”


PART ONE

The Messiah, Ironically


In the beginning was the Word,
And the Word was with God,
And the Word was God.

—John 1:1



Before God spoke his first words, “Let there be light,” the words that began the making of the world, what was he thinking? What was he thinking during the eternity of silence when “the earth was formless and void, darkness was upon the face of the deep, and God’s Spirit breathed over the waters” (Gen. 1:1)? In its opening words, the Gospel According to John consciously echoes the opening words of the Book of Genesis—“In the beginning, when God created the heavens and the earth”—but establishes its own beginning at a time before that famous beginning. Back then, it says, is when this story really began.

HIS LIFE BEFORE HE WAS BORN

What was God thinking? The thought that he entertained in silence before he thought or spoke any other reality into existence, John says in his oracular way, was the all-encompassing thought of himself. This is the Word that was with God and was God at the beginning before the beginning. All God’s subsequent self-revelations, everything that he has said or done, made happen or allowed to happen, the whole of history and reality since then—all of these later words, John suggests, derive from the great Word of primeval divine self-consciousness. And as all of them in their different ways have enlightened mankind about what God is like, all have been life that gave light:


Through him all things were made,
And without him nothing was made that has been made.
What came to be through him was life,
And the life was the light of mankind.

(John 1:3–4)*



Now comes the premise of the Gospel itself. At a certain point in time, this unspoken divine self-consciousness itself came to expression. The all-encompassing Word itself “became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). God spoke himself aloud in the form of a human being who lived a human life among other human beings.

Why did God do this? Because the human race, to whom God had given dominion over the world, was estranged from him: “The world did not know him” (John 1:10). God had chosen a special people to be his own, but even many of them rejected him: “His own received him not” (John 1:11). At length, in a final effort to achieve reconciliation with them and with the human race as a whole (collectively, his own self-image and therefore intimately connected with his own identity), God became one of them. This time, too, he was rejected, yet through that very rejection he accomplished something glorious. He began his own life anew; and because he did, his human creatures are now able to begin their lives anew as well, living them not as human beings ordinarily do but rather with a portion of the all-encompassing “fullness” (John 1:16) that was his before the beginning and will remain his after the end. The Gospel is the story of how this new, all-transforming relationship was inaugurated, and John gives his own credentials by confessing, in a tone of awe, “And we have seen his glory”:


For the Word became flesh
And dwelt among us.

And we have seen his glory,
Glory as of the Father with his only Son,
Full of gracious truth.

(1:14)



The prologue to the Gospel According to John says not a word about crucifixion or resurrection, and never so much as mentions the name of Jesus. In the way of all such mythic proems or “prologues in heaven,” it delivers, in poetry, the quintessence of a story that it assumes we all know. It sets the tone and, above all, makes the true identity of the protagonist known to the reader in a way that it will not be known to most of those to whom the protagonist will say what he has to say through the action that now begins.

“THE WINNOWING-FORK IS IN HIS HAND”

The act of divine self-expression by which the Word became flesh might not seem to require either birth or death. If God neither begins nor ends, then these two definitive features of human existence might seem exactly wrong for any divine self-revelation. Far more in character for God, at least for God as a reader of the Old Testament may recall him, would be an appearance, without warning, in the form of a grown man. In the Book of Joshua, for example, the Lord appears just before the battle of Jericho in the form of a warrior with sword drawn:


Now when Joshua was near Jericho, he looked up and saw a man standing in front of him, grasping a naked sword. Joshua walked up to him and said, “Are you with us or with our enemies?” He replied, “Neither one. I am here as the commander of the Lord’s host.” Joshua fell flat on the ground, worshipping him and saying, “What does my Lord command his servant?” The commander of the Lord’s host answered Joshua, “Take the sandals off your feet, for the place where you stand is holy.” And Joshua did so. (Josh. 5:13–15)



Joshua’s reaction makes it clear that this “commander of the Lord’s host” is the Lord himself, the divine warrior in person. The Lord confirms this impression by giving Joshua the same order that he gave Moses when he appeared to him as a burning bush: “Take the sandals off your feet, for the place where you stand is holy.” It is no more beyond God to appear in the form of a man than it is beyond him to appear in the form of a bush. To be sure, it is one thing for God to make an isolated appearance in the form of a bush and another for him to plant a seed, water it, cultivate it, and have it grow up to be God-made-bush. And it is yet another thing for him to conceive a human being with a fully human (and, not incidentally, Jewish) genealogy, gestation, birth, and childhood, and have it grow up to be God-made-man. But this last step, incomprehensible as it first seems, is a step in a known direction.

The question of why God the Father saw fit to proceed in this way, choosing to experience human birth and death as God the Son, is best dealt with later. Suffice it to say, for now, that it is the adult Jesus who was first recognized as Messiah and as God Incarnate. All four of the Gospels initially began with Jesus, as a grown man, being baptized in the Jordan River by John the Baptist. All four recognized the descent of the Spirit of God upon him at that moment as the inauguration of his career if not of the Incarnation itself. This, they all agree, is the moment when the Gospel story begins in earnest. Postponing genealogies and Christmas legends to a later, retrospective moment, we may enter the Gospel story at the dramatic moment when God Incarnate appears full-grown and as if from nowhere like the Lord Commander of Joshua 5, but this time without a sword.


In the fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar’s reign, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, Herod tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of the territories of Ituraea and Trachonitis, Lysanias tetrarch of Abilene, during a term when the high-priesthood was held by Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John the son of Zechariah, in the desert. He went through the whole Jordan Valley proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, as it is written in the book of the sayings of Isaiah the prophet:



The voice of one crying in the wilderness:
Clear a way for the Lord!
 Make straight his paths.
Let every valley be raised,
 Every mountain and hill lowered,
The crooked made straight
 And the rough smooth
So that all flesh will see the salvation of God.

(Luke 3:1–6; passage in italics from Isa. 40:3–5)



The action of the New Testament begins with the memory of a broken promise. Isaiah’s language is wonderful, but he describes a triumphal march that never occurred. Mountains were going to be leveled and valleys filled to create a parade route for the Israelite exiles marching home from Babylon to Jerusalem—but the parade was canceled. The exiles to whom the Lord spoke through Isaiah did not return home in glory. Many of them never returned at all, and those who did merely exchanged one imperial ruler for another. The Persians defeated the Babylonians, but Israel was just one part of the spoils of war. Yes, a new temple of sorts was built by imperial order in the tiny, Persian-governed province of Yahud, but no Psalms were ever written in its praise. For those old enough to remember, the sight of the Second Temple was a cause more of grief than of joy: “Many of the priests and Levites and the chiefs of the clans, the old men who had seen the first House [Temple], wept loudly at the sight of the founding of this House. Many others raised their voices in a shout of joy. The people could not tell the shouts of joy from the sound of weeping” (Ezra 3:12–13). The Lord himself had to apologize for the paltriness of the Second Temple:


Who is there left among you who saw this House in its former splendor? How does it look to you now? It must seem like nothing to you. But be strong, O Zerubbabel, be strong, O high priest, Joshua son of Jehozadak; be strong, all you people of the land, and act! For I am with you.… The glory of this latter House shall be greater than that of the former one. (JPS; Hag. 2:3–4, 9)



But the glory of the Second Temple never did become greater than—in fact, it never approached—the glory of the First. The Zerubbabel whom the Lord exhorted through Haggai was a son of David, an anointed son of David—that is, a messiah—but he was a failed messiah, and his name was half-expunged from the record.

As the Baptist speaks, five hundred years have passed, and a spectacular Third Temple is nearing completion in Jerusalem, but this Third Temple, King Herod’s Temple, whose remains can still be seen in Jerusalem, is the work of a Roman puppet, an Idumaean married into a collaborationist Jewish clan. Is this Temple the fulfillment of the Lord’s ancient promise? Many in the Baptist’s day are impressed by it. Indeed, the entire ancient world is impressed by it. But dissident Jewish groups—notably the Pharisees (forerunners of the Judaism of today) and the Essenes (who wrote the Dead Sea Scrolls)—keep their distance. John does the same, preaching in the desert rather than on the steps of Herod’s monument to himself. The memory of the past and the reality of the present—the great and holy temple that never was and the great and unholy temple that is—conspire against elation of the sort heard in Isaiah. That promised triumph did not happen the first time. Will it happen this time?

What the Lord says through the Baptist, moreover, is disturbing in another way:


He said … to the crowds who came to be baptized by him, “Brood of vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? Bear the fruit that accords with repentance, and do not start telling yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father,’ because, I tell you, God can raise up children to Abraham from these stones. Yes, even now the axe is laid to the root of the trees. Any tree that fails to bear good fruit will be cut down and thrown into the fire.” (Luke 3:7–9)



It is not that the rhetorical question “Brood of vipers, who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?” is particularly disturbing. This is the usual prophetic idiom for a call to repentance. The Lord is accustomed to saving his friends by destroying their enemies. What disturbs is the fact that the Lord seems audibly irritated with Israel for making so much of its national identity—which is to say, of course, for insisting so much on being his people: “I tell you, God can raise up children to Abraham from these stones.”

The Baptist is identified elsewhere in the Gospel of Luke as the Old Testament prophet Elijah come down to earth in fulfillment of a prophecy made in the very last verse of the Old Testament:


Behold, I shall send you Elijah the prophet,
Before the great and awesome Day of the Lord.
He will reconcile parents to their children,
And children to their parents,
Lest I put the country under a curse of total destruction.

(Mal. 4:5–6; some editions, 3:23–24)



When the Baptist speaks—prophetically, in the name of the Lord, just as Elijah did—what he says is not altogether unlike things that the Lord has said before. The Lord has shown himself capable of mocking his chosen people for ethnic pride on more than one previous occasion. Speaking through Ezekiel, he said with blistering contempt for mere pedigree:


Your father was an Amorite and your mother a Hittite. At birth, on the day you were born, there was no one to cut your umbilical cord or wash you in water to clean you, or rub you with salt, or wrap you in swaddling clothes. No one looked at you with kindness enough to do any of these things out of pity for you. You were dumped in the open fields in your own filth on the day of your birth. I spotted you kicking on the ground in your blood as I passed by, and I said to you, lying there in your blood: “Live!” And I made you grow like the grass of the fields. (Ezek. 16:3–6)



Ezekiel is a fairly ferocious precedent for what the Baptist says, yet the Baptist’s tone is still jarring when directed at an oppressed people living in an occupied land. The passage from Isaiah that Luke uses as keynote for this episode is, after all, an oracle of consolation, not mockery. It says, to quote the King James translation familiar from Handel’s Messiah, that God is done punishing Israel:


Comfort ye, comfort ye, my people,
saith your God.
Speak ye comfortably to Jerusalem,
and cry unto her
that her warfare is accomplished,
that her iniquity is pardoned.

(KJV; Isa. 40:1–2)



The Baptist, however, seems intent less on building confidence that God will eventually save his people than on undermining it.

Finally, there is the surprise that the Baptist’s message is preached to the oppressor as well as to the oppressed:


There were tax collectors [Romans or Jews in Roman employ], too, who came for baptism, and they said to him, “Teacher, what must we do?” He said to them, “Exact no more than the appointed rate.” Some soldiers [Jewish mercenaries under Roman command and perhaps a Roman officer or two] questioned him as well: “What about us? What should we do?” He told them, “No intimidation! No extortion! Be satisfied with your pay.” (Luke 3:12–14)



When the Lord spoke to Isaiah of Israel’s redemption, did he confine himself to predicting that the mercenaries of Nebuchadnezzar, the Caesar of the day, would be content with their pay and merely abstain from intimidation and extortion? Did he proclaim the glorious day when Jews collecting taxes for Babylon would collect no more than the going rate? Far from it: The Lord gloated savagely over the prospect of reducing such minions of the oppressor to bloody cannibalism.


The warrior’s captive will be taken back,
   and the tyrant’s prey set free.
I myself will fight those who fight you,
   and I myself will save your children.
I will make your oppressors eat their own flesh;
   they will be as drunk on their own blood as on new wine.
And all flesh will know
   that I am the Lord, your Savior,
   your Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob.

(Isa. 49:25–26)



Drinking one another’s blood: Israel’s vision of ultimate, unspeakable horror. This rather than anything gentler or more benign is what was to be understood in the divine promise that Luke quotes: “All flesh will see the salvation of God.” Israel was not to be amiably reconciled with the Lord’s enemies, but spectacularly and crushingly victorious over them and gloriously rewarded at their expense.


You shall suck the milk of nations,
You shall suck the breasts of kings.

(Isa. 60:16)



Yet, to repeat, nothing like that happened. God’s promise of victory was broken. Now, as the oppressors in the crowd are noticeably not warned that theirs is the root to which the divine axe is most especially to be laid, how can the suspicion not arise that the promise will be broken again? And yet John clearly expects the Lord to arrive in power.

If the Lord is about to intervene massively in human affairs, if the “Day of the Lord” is at hand, who will be the agent of his intervention, and what will the agent be like?


A feeling of expectancy had arisen. People were beginning to wonder whether John might be the Messiah. But John told them all: “I baptize you with water, but one more powerful than I is coming, and I am not fit to loosen the strap of his sandal. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. The winnowing-fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing-floor and to gather the grain into his barn. The chaff, however, he will burn in an eternal fire.” (Luke 3:15–17)



The threshing floor, where the kernel is violently separated from the husk of the harvested grain, is frequently a biblical metaphor for the battlefield. In this metaphor, the Lord is the miller; his enemy is the husk or chaff; the grain is ultimately his cherished prize, the spoils of his war, though it may suffer in the process. By employing this imagery to speak of the soon-to-arrive “one more powerful than I,” John transfers to that still unidentified one both the large hopes and the inescapable doubts that attach to the ancient image of God the Avenging Warrior, the Mighty One of Jacob. Hope contends with memory. How wonderful it would be if the divine warrior should again come righteously to Israel’s rescue! But will he?

JOHN HAILS HIM, STRANGELY, AS “THE LAMB OF GOD”

This question becomes acute when the “one more powerful than I” appears in person and is acclaimed as the very antithesis of a warrior:


The next day, [John] saw Jesus coming toward him and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world. It was of him that I said, ‘After me comes one greater than I,’ because he existed before me. I did not know him myself, and yet my purpose in coming to baptize with water was that he might be revealed to Israel.” (John 1:29–31)



The Lamb of God? A lion would be more to the purpose, a rapacious and terrifying cat of the sort that still prowled the Jordan Valley when God, speaking through Jeremiah, promised to maul the Edomites “as when a lion comes up from the jungle of the Jordan to the perennial pasture. Thus, in an instant, will I drive them from her [Israel]; and over her I will appoint whom I choose. For who is like me? Who will challenge me? What shepherd can stand before me?” (Jer. 49:19).

The Lamb of God? What is the meaning of this strange phrase? Occurring where it does in the Gospel, it is at once novel, familiar, and ominous. The phrase is novel in the ears of the Baptist’s audience simply because, in just this formulation, it has never been used before. It is vaguely familiar because the sacrifice of lambs in the Jerusalem temple is a well-known practice, based on passages in Torah that require such sacrifice for the expiation of certain kinds of sin. In some sense, these lambs could be described as “lambs of God,” but Jesus is a man, not an animal. Addressing him as an animal, what does the Baptist imply about him? Something unspeakable has suddenly been half-spoken.

Most of the countless millions who have read or heard the acclamation “Behold, the Lamb of God” since the Gospel According to John was written have heard a reference to Christ sacrificing himself on the cross, but the scene derives much of its power from the fact that the onstage participants cannot begin to dream of such a thing. By vicariously sharing their ignorance, the reader can experience, as in Greek tragedy, mingled terror and pity at the inexorable approach of an atrocity. The Gospel story intends, ultimately, to go well beyond the catharsis of tragedy, but innocent incomprehension in the Gospel narrative has much in common, at any given moment, with its counterpart in Greek tragedy.

Expiation by animal sacrifice is a notion whose background, in the Bible, goes all the way back to the first chapters of the Book of Genesis. During the brief, happy period before it occurred to God to forbid anything, the first human couple were given only two commands, both so positive that they were, in effect, two blessings: The pair were to be fruitful and multiply, and they were to have dominion over the earth. Later, after the Lord issued a prohibition and they violated it, he turned his double blessing into a double curse. The blessing of dominion over the earth became the curse of endless labor—in effect, slavery to rather than dominion over the earth. The blessing of fertility became the curse of involuntary reproduction—in effect, a slavery to lust and its consequences. The first curse was spoken against the man, the second against the woman, but obviously both were cursed each time. Having cursed his creatures with these two great sorrows, the Lord added the curse of death: “Dust you are, and to dust you shall return” (Gen. 3:19).

What these old curses have to do with the acclamation of Jesus as the “Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” is that they and their consequences are the “sin of the world” that will finally be taken away.

In Israelite and Jewish ritual, what the sacrifice of a lamb took away was indeed more curse than sin. Little in the Book of Leviticus strikes the modern reader as more alien than the notion that there is something not just unclean but morally offensive about a variety of natural conditions, including those of a woman during or after menstruation, a man and woman after the transmission of semen, anyone experiencing incontinence or any other involuntary discharge (including the involuntary emission of semen), or anyone afflicted with a skin disease. According to Leviticus, anyone in one of these conditions was required to make amends to God by sacrificing a lamb. Yet, however alien this requirement may seem to the modern mind, it was not irrational in its original context. It represented ancient Israel’s acknowledgment that the Lord had not yet reversed—if he ever would—the curse that he had spoken against all his human creatures shortly after making them. All human misfortune originated, ultimately, in the disobedience that provoked God so drastically and impulsively to undo his own work. Thus, in Leviticus 14, when a poor leper was required to sacrifice an expiatory lamb (a rich leper had to sacrifice two lambs and a ewe), the ceremony functioned as expiation not really for any sin of the leper himself but effectively for the sin that brought the primeval curse. The sacrifice is, in the end, an acknowledgment of the human condition as an experience of continuing punishment.

Illness does feel, whether one would wish it so or not, like punishment for a crime one has not committed. “Why is this happening to me?” one asks involuntarily. “What did I ever do to deserve this?” Dismissing the question does not mean escaping it, for there is no escaping it. The ritual of Leviticus gives external expression to the experience of entrapment in an involuntary condition. As for sexual “pollution,” the same ritual externalizes the universal experience of passion as passivity, as an impulse running so far out of control that it feels less like anything that a couple does than like something done to them or through them. The involuntary emission of semen and the involuntary discharge of blood (sometimes even now called “the curse” in an unrecognized allusion to Genesis) are perfect natural symbols for this condition.

This human vulnerability to mortal illness and this human helplessness before an uncontrollable impulse are ritually acknowledged by, first, slaying an animal—that is, inflicting gratuitous, terminal punishment upon its innocent vulnerability—and, second, linking the slain animal ritually to the particular human beings whose analogous helplessness and vulnerability are to be acknowledged. This linkage is enacted in Leviticus 14, when blood from the sacrificed animal is smeared on the ear, thumb, and big toe of the leper for whom the lamb has been slain. In Exodus 24, the vulnerability of the entire nation of Israel, captive in its involuntary covenant with the Lord, is acknowledged when Moses fills basins with the blood of slain oxen and then flings the blood over the heads of the assembled people. These ritual actions are almost unimaginably wild and primitive, yet the driven and desperate human condition that they so vividly acknowledge remains essentially unchanged. Therein lies their intuitive brilliance, and “Behold, the Lamb of God” builds directly upon it.

Later, when a helpless paralytic is laid before him, Jesus will say, surprisingly, “Friend, your sins are forgiven” (Luke 5:20). The man’s paralysis, like the leprosy of Leviticus 14, is not a punishment for any sin of his own but for the original sin that led God to curse his world with afflictions like leprosy and paralysis. When Jesus cures the paralysis, God demonstrates that he intends to revoke his ancient curse. Consistent with this vision, Jesus demands of those whom he heals not prior repentance but faith—faith that God has both the will and the power to take away this “sin” and remake his world.

Having gone this far, however, one must immediately add a qualification. According to the same ancient texts to which the Baptist alludes, the sacrifice of a lamb cannot effect expiation for the kind of deliberate and avoidable sin that we most typically think of as sin—the kind that the Baptist speaks of: exploitation, extortion, intimidation. Sins of this sort can be made good only by repentance and, where harm has been done, by commensurate atonement. Thus, in a deservedly famous passage:


When men fight and one of them hurts a pregnant woman and she suffers a miscarriage but no further harm results, the man responsible will pay compensation as determined by the woman’s husband, paying as much as the judges allow. If further harm is done, however, you will demand life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stroke for stroke. (Exod. 21:22–25)



Though this passage is no exhortation to mercy, neither is it a license for revenge. It is a warning that atonement should be no more than commensurate: an eye for an eye, not an eye for a tooth nor a life for an eye. More to the point, when the sin is of this nature, the sinner is not readmitted to the community merely by offering a lamb to the Lord.

Can the Lamb of God that will “take away the sin of the world” take away this kind of sin as well—true sin and not just the curse of the human condition—and do so, indeed, for the whole world? If the world has sinned, should the world not make reparation? Conversely, if someone else is making reparation, then is that someone else not the guilty party and the world innocent?

Even as these questions are rushing in, John baptizes this Lamb of God and exclaims immediately afterward: “I saw the Spirit descend upon him from heaven like a dove and rest on him. I myself did not know him, but he who sent me to baptize with water had said to me, ‘The man on whom you see the Spirit descend and rest is the one who is to baptize with the Holy Spirit.’ I have seen it, and I bear witness: He is God’s Chosen One” (John 1:32–34). And then there comes a voice from heaven saying: “You are my Son; this day have I begotten you” (Luke 3:22).

The voice from heaven quotes an Old Testament text (see italicized words below) in which God is heard speaking to the King of Israel:


He said to me:
“You are my Son;
   this day have I begotten you.
Ask of me, and I will make the nations your inheritance,
   and the ends of the earth your possession.
You shall break them with a rod of iron,
and smash them to bits like a potter’s pot.”

(Ps. 2:7–9)



The improbable and appalling conjunction of expiatory lamb and messianic warlord receives its first statement here, and the disturbing power of Jesus as a character has everything to do with such combinations. No set of foreign ideas could surpass, in its ability either to attract or to offend a Jewish audience, these native Jewish ideas made daring and new by unforeseen combination.

The notion that a human being could ever be sacrificed in expiation—treated, that is, as an animal rather than as a human being—was repugnant in a Jewish culture that had rationalized animal sacrifice quite explicitly as a substitute for human sacrifice. That the hoped-for son of David should play the role of sacrificial animal is an even more repugnant notion. That the “Son of God,” who, as John pointedly says, “existed before me,” though the two are of the same age, should play this role begins to seem not just outrageous but blasphemous.

Please note that at this moment Jesus himself has yet to speak his first word. We are at the very beginning, and no one yet has any idea what these hints will add up to. Baptism with water—ritual immersion as a symbol of repentance, a cleansing before reform—has a kind of natural logic to it. But what are John’s listeners to understand by baptism “with the Holy Spirit and fire” (Luke 3:16)? Is baptism by fire to be understood as judgment by a stern Jesus with “the winnowing-fork in his hand,” determined to gather the grain and burn the chaff? Perhaps, but if the avenger is simultaneously the “Lamb of God,” how stern an avenger can he be?

And whatever may be guessed about the baptism that Jesus will administer, there remains the still more remarkable fact that God Incarnate has begun his redemptive work with an act of public repentance. Everything that will follow, the entire public life of God-made-man, will be performed under the sign of this repentance. The fact bears repeating: God has repented! But of what? What has he done wrong? As these disturbing questions swirl in the air, God’s great enemy, the Devil, suddenly takes notice.

THE DEVIL TRIES TO TAKE HIS MEASURE


Filled with the Holy Spirit, Jesus turned back from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit into the desert, where for forty days he was put to the test by the Devil. During that time he ate nothing, and by the end of it he was hungry. Then the Devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become a loaf.” But Jesus replied, “Scripture says, ‘Man does not live by bread alone.’ ”

Then, leading him to a height, the Devil showed him in a moment of time all the kingdoms of the world and said to him, “To you will I give all this power and their glory, for it has been handed over to me, for me to give to whom I choose. Worship me, and it shall all be yours.” But Jesus answered him, “Scripture says, ‘You must worship the Lord your God; him alone must you serve.’ ”

Then he led him to Jerusalem and set him on the highest parapet of the Temple. “If you are the Son of God,” he said to him, “cast yourself down from here, for scripture says, ‘He has commanded his angels to guard you,’ and again, ‘They will bear you in their arms lest you strike your foot against a stone.’ ”

But Jesus answered him, “Scripture says, ‘Do not put the Lord your God to the test.’ ”

Having run through every way of tempting him, the Devil left him, until the opportune moment. (Luke 4:1–13)



In this episode, which gave rise to the proverb “Even the Devil can quote scripture,” Jesus and the Devil confront each other as dueling Jewish intellectuals. Jesus wins the verbal duel, but the Devil exercises an ominous physical control over his opponent, and physical control is far from beside the point. It bears on the question that the Devil wants answered, namely: How much power does Jesus really have at his disposal? The arena in which this question is posed is not the Judean desert but the entire sweep of Israelite history.

When the Devil suggests that Jesus turn a stone into a loaf of bread, he is talking about more than mere hunger. Behind that suggestion stands the memory of an earlier moment in the desert when the Lord fed all Israel with miraculous food. Of this experience, Moses would say, forty years later: “[The Lord your God] humbled you and starved you, then fed you with manna, which you had not known, nor had your fathers known it, that he might teach you that man does not live by bread alone, but by all that proceeds from the mouth of the Lord” (Deut. 8:3). What the Devil is really saying to Jesus is “Are you God, the god who, back then, performed a food miracle in the desert? If so, prove it by performing another.” Jesus proves that he hears the allusion in the question by including the same allusion in his answer, but the answer evades the real question. Jesus could lack the divine power at issue and still give the same clever answer. The Devil has learned nothing.

A question with higher stakes lies buried in the second exchange. The Devil says, “To you will I give all this power … for it has been handed over to me.” Handed over to him by whom? By whom, if not by the Lord himself? The Devil alludes provocatively to the Lord’s disturbing earlier decision to deliver the world into Babylonian hands.

On the eve of Babylonia’s victory, the Lord told Jeremiah to make yokes, symbols of servitude, and deliver them to the Jerusalem representatives of Israel’s immediate neighbors, Moab, Edom, Ammon, Tyre, and Sidon. The cover letter with this “gift” was the following (note the italicized phrase):


You must tell your masters this: I by my great power and outstretched arm made the earth and the people and animals that are on the earth, and I give them to whom I please. Now I have handed all these countries over to Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, my servant; I have even put the animals of the wild at his service.… Any nation or kingdom that will not serve Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, and will not bow its neck to the yoke of the king of Babylon, I will punish with sword, famine, and plague.… The nation, however, that will submit its neck to the yoke of the king of Babylon and serve him, I will leave in peace on its own land … to farm it and live on it. (Jer. 27:4–6, 8, 11)



As for Israel’s neighbors, so also for Israel. True, Babylonia’s ascendancy proved brief, but its fall was followed



























DISCIPLES, UNSOUGHT, FOLLOW AFTER HIM





















HE PERFORMS HIS FIRST MIRACLE, BUT RELUCTANTLY











HE STAGES AN ATTACK ON THE TEMPLE, THEN RETREATS
































INTERLUDE: THE BURDEN OF HIS OMNISCIENCE












HE SPEAKS OF A NEW CREATION, BUT PRIVATELY









































HE TALKS, BUT TO HIMSELF, OF GOD AS ILLNESS AND AS REMEDY































INTERLUDE: THE ASEXUALITY OF THE FATHER AND THE SEXUALITY OF THE SON































































































HE ADMITS, BUT TO A HERETIC, THAT HE IS THE MESSIAH























































WHO DO HIS DISCIPLES THINK HE IS?



	Judge

	Lamb of God

	Messiah (Son of David and adopted Son of God)

	Son of Man

	Temple

	Bridegroom

	Prophet and Lawgiver (a second Moses)
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