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			Introduction: The Author and the Book

			 

			 

			This book is a personal exploration of the God of the Christian faith. I have written it in the hope that others may find interest and benefit in the illuminating and sometimes surprising journey that I have undertaken for myself. There must have been many occasions in my life when I have been asked, or asked myself, whether I believed in God; and I can now only image the answers I may have given at different ages. Until well into my teens I would probably have given a straightforward ‘yes’, for I was brought up in a quietly Christian family and I absorbed the non-conformist faith of my parents along with many other dispositions. As childhood gave way to adolescence and I began to think about religion for myself, doubts crept into my hitherto unquestioned beliefs, and by my late teens my answer would, I think, have changed: ‘I don’t know whether I believe in God, but probably not’. This agnostic phase did not, however, last for long, and by the time I entered the world of work, my answer to the question of whether I believed in God would have reverted to the affirmative ‘yes’ of my childhood.

			It was to remain the answer for much of my adult life, though for many years I gave little systematic thought to what I meant by ‘believing in God’. I was far too busy doing other things. God was simply there, the Rock of Ages, the eternal and immutable presence that I unthinkingly assumed him to be. I had no pressing reason to interrogate the images that I had of him, for to question the nature of God was never considered necessary in the circles in which I mostly moved. If asked, I would certainly have ruled out a bearded old man in flowing white robes who lived in the sky, but otherwise I would have fallen back on the images I had garnered from a very selective reading of the Bible and from the hymns and prayers of the non-conformist tradition in which I had grown up. By the time I was into adulthood, these familiar images had lost whatever power they may once have had to challenge or intrigue. As long as I didn’t have to articulate my beliefs about God in any great detail, he could remain as a safe and unexamined backdrop to my life.

			As middle age loomed, however, I found myself thinking far more seriously about the origins of these taken-for-granted images of God. I began to study the Bible more systematically and I started enquiring into the foundations of the Christian faith. I read up on the history of the Christian Church and I dipped a hesitant toe into the chaotic whirlpool of Christian theology. As I went on, I realised that the historical God of the Christian faith was far more complicated than the carefully selected and sanitised God whom I had come to know through decades of non-conformist church-going. In spite of the hundreds of sermons I must have heard, there was suddenly a great deal about him that I was picking up for the first time. I was, for example, very familiar with the stories in the early books of the Old Testament about the God (Yahweh) who had led the Hebrews out of captivity in Egypt, sheltered them on their forty-year trek through the deserts of the Sinai peninsula, and delivered them to their new home in Canaan. I had never encountered, however, the violent and temperamental God who had wreaked unconscionable havoc against the king of Egypt and his people, who had gratuitously slaughtered the Egyptian army at the Sea of Reeds, who had almost abandoned the Israelites in the desert lest he should be tempted to kill even more of them than the thousands he had already obliterated, and who had passed death sentences on Moses and Aaron because of their faithlessness to him at the waters of Meribah. This didn’t seem at all like the loving God in whom I had been enjoined to place my faith.

			Or again, I was very familiar with the God who had given Moses the Ten Commandments on Mount Sinai; but it was a surprise to find that I knew almost nothing about the hundreds of other laws that Yahweh had given to Moses at the same time and that carried the same weight of divine authority as the Ten. I did not know, for example, that Yahweh had approved of soldiers taking comely women who had been captured in battle as trophy wives for as long as it pleased them and then discarding them when they no longer satisfied. I was intrigued to find that it was an abomination to Yahweh for steps to be placed in front of altars lest the people should chance to see the private parts of the priests ascending them. I felt a little betrayed to discover that nobody had warned me, upon reaching adolescence, that Yahweh had sanctioned the stoning of unruly teenagers at the entrance to a town or city. I was startled to read that women who grabbed the genitals of men with whom their husbands were fighting should have their hands cut off. The puzzling question then arose of why some of God’s laws were still very much in vogue while many others had slipped quietly away. Why, to take an obvious example, were the prohibitions on homosexuality still treated by many in the Church as the unquestioned will of God while the punishments mandated for those found guilty of marital infidelity were never mentioned? What did it say about the authority of God that many of his commandments, enshrined in the scriptures of the Christian faith and available to be read in acts of Christian worship, had long since disappeared from view?

			 

			***

			 

			Questions continued to intrude when my inquisitiveness moved on to the New Testament and I found myself struggling to understand the relationship between the God of the Old Testament and the God of the New. How could the blood-thirsty Yahweh of the Pentateuch possibly be the same God whom Jesus had called his father? The conventional answer – that Jesus was revealing a truer and more complete face of God than people had been allowed to see in earlier times – raised even more questions. If Yahweh was not in fact the tyrant he is often portrayed as being in the early books of the Old Testament, why did he reveal himself in such a misleading way? Why did Jesus unreservedly commend the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob if the scriptural portrayal of him was so inaccurate? And why were these apparently false revelations included in the Christian Bible? These difficulties were compounded by the fact that for Christians, Jesus was not just the one who revealed a more acceptable face of God but God himself. Jesus was God. Yet it stretched my imagination almost to breaking point to believe that the micro-managing God of Mount Sinai, who had issued hundreds of laws to Moses about everything from the proper disposal of human excrement to safety in the building of houses, was the same God who had become incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth. Where did this astonishing idea come from?

			The creeds that I had been dutifully reciting for many years raised yet more questions as my voyage of discovery progressed. The Nicene Creed, for example, went out of its way to emphasise that Jesus had been ‘begotten and not made’. In saying the Creed I was declaring my belief that this was true, but I had never given so much as a passing thought to either the meaning or the origins of such a puzzling assertion. What was the difference between Jesus being ‘begotten’ and being ‘made’, and why was it of such overwhelming importance that it had become a creedal tenet of the Christian faith? As far as I could see, the New Testament was silent on the matter, and I could not recall ever having heard a sermon in which the distinction had been explained. I had, therefore, to face the challenging question of whether I was being entirely honest with myself in believing something that I had never taken the trouble to understand.

			The doctrine of the Holy Trinity was another central plank of the Christian faith that seemed to raise searching questions in the light of my new discoveries about God. I was familiar with the Church’s orthodox teaching that God was a single and indivisible being made up of three entirely separate persons. I understood, too, that there were occasions when it was necessary to emphasise the one-ness of God (to defend Christianity from the charge of polytheism) and other occasions when it was equally necessary to emphasise the separateness of the three persons (to avoid the possibility that the Father and the Holy Spirit had died with Jesus on the cross). Yet the origins of this Trinitarian doctrine were entirely unknown to me. It is true that the New Testament speaks of a Father, a Son, a Word, and a Holy Spirit, but I could find no biblical authority for the full-blooded doctrine of the Trinity enshrined in the Nicene Creed. If not from the Bible, for example, where did the idea come from that Jesus had been ‘begotten’ and not ‘made’? And why did the Word (which, according to the prologue to John’s gospel, had been with God from the beginning of time and which dominated many of the theological debates of the early Christian Church) find no place in the Creed? When was the Word ejected from the formula, and why?

			 

			***

			 

			The crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus was yet another cornerstone of Christian belief that needed to be rethought. I had been familiar from an early age with the words from the famous Good Friday hymn: ‘There was no other good enough to pay the price of sin; he only could unlock the gates of heaven and let us in’; but I had never thought to ask who had locked the gates in the first place and why God had needed the human sacrifice of Jesus before he was able to open them again. I could, moreover, find little in the New Testament to explain how the death of one man at a particular time and place in history had ‘paid the price of sin’ for all eternity. The synoptic gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke are almost entirely silent on the matter. John’s gospel hints at an answer that invokes the Jewish ritual of the sacrificial lamb; and St Paul’s letters introduce the novel but difficult idea that people’s sins are forgiven and their place in heaven assured as they die symbolically with Jesus and rise with him again. By the end of the first thousand years of the Christian faith, further explanations had appeared on the scene that seemed to have no biblical authority at all. A number of theologians had, for example, explained the death of Jesus as a ransom paid for the return of sinful man to the forgiving arms of God; but they differed as to who had paid the ransom and to whom it had been paid. Some argued that the ransom had been paid by God to the devil, others that it had been paid by Jesus to God. Yet others rejected the idea of a ransom entirely, preferring instead to see the cross as a symbol of God’s unconditional love and an encouragement to righteous living. So how did the meaning of Jesus’ crucifixion come to be understood in such conflicting ways? If not from the Bible, where did these explanations come from? Did they not reflect fundamentally different faces of the Christian God?

			A final example of the questions arising from my new-found discovery of the multi-faceted God of the Christian tradition lay in the notion of salvation. Much of the evolution of Christian doctrine, I discovered, was best understood in the context of mankind’s continuing search for salvation. Always there is the eternal question: What must I do to be saved? St Paul’s answer, when the question was put to him by his jailer in Philippi, was: ‘Put your trust in the Lord Jesus’. Other – rather different – answers have, however, illuminated the history of Christian theology. At one extreme are those who have argued that there is nothing we can do to aid our own salvation. It is God alone who decides whether human souls are saved or damned, and if people were able by their freewill actions to influence his decision, even to the tiniest degree, then he would not be the omnipotent God that he is. At the other extreme are those who have argued that there is quite a lot that people can do to help themselves. In particular, they can respond to the love of God by trying to lead good and morally responsible lives. God won’t force himself upon us, but if we make the effort to follow his teachings, we will meet him coming towards us. There are assorted intermediate positions too. Such contradictory answers to the question ‘what must I do to be saved?’ seem to betoken entirely different faces of God. A God who chooses to save only some souls can hardly be the same deity as a God who invites the salvation of all souls. How did such a contradiction come about, and does it matter?

			 

			***

			 

			It is clear from these introductory illustrations that many different faces of the God of the Christian tradition have been unveiled in the stories and narratives that have come down to us across the years. Far from being the immutable Rock of Ages that I had imagined him to be, the historical God emerges as a complex and changing deity whose images have formed and reformed like the pieces of a kaleidoscope. If I am now asked whether I believe in God, I reply that it all depends on the kind of God the questioner has in mind – for it is meaningless to ask whether people believe in God unless some definitions are first agreed. Does God unilaterally choose some souls for hell and others for heaven, or doesn’t he? Does God manipulate the laws of the natural world in response to people’s prayers, or doesn’t he? Did God create the world and all its inhabitants in six days, or didn’t he? Is the God of the Old and New Testaments the same God who is worshipped by Jews and Muslims, or isn’t he? Did God require a once-and-for-all human sacrifice before he was able to forgive human sin, or didn’t he? And so on. God comes in many different shapes and sizes; so tell me the shape and the size of the God you have in mind, and I will tell you whether it is a God in whom I can believe.

			Lying behind these awkward questions is an even greater one that unites them all: why is it that people across the ages have claimed to have experienced so many different and sometimes contradictory faces of the Christian God? If there is one true God, and if he is known to those who believe in him through the revelation of himself in history, why hasn’t a consistent understanding of him emerged from the witness and testimony of those who have experienced his presence and told their stories? There are various possible answers. One is that God has deliberately revealed himself in different guises over time – an answer implicit in the common Christian assertion that the true nature of God was revealed much more fully in the life of Jesus than in his dealings with the early Israelites. Somewhere along the line between Abraham and Jesus, the argument goes, God started showing himself in a different and truer light. Somewhere in the course of those two thousand years, his revelation of himself as the warrior God of Sabbaoth or the micro-managing God of Sinai metamorphosed into his later revelation in Jesus as a God of universal grace. Perhaps, but why would an omnipotent God behave in such a misleading way? Why would he deliberately want to confuse people by giving out incomplete (or even false) messages about himself to earlier generations, only to correct them in later generations? It seems a very unlikely thing for God to have done.

			A more convincing answer, perhaps, is that God has actually been changing over time, and the revelations that people claim to have experienced are the manifestations of a deity who is continually evolving new and different faces. Perhaps the angry and vengeful Yahweh of the early Old Testament learnt from his mistakes and became incarnate in Jesus as a more compassionate kind of God. The stories in the Old Testament that link him with such foundational figures as Abraham and Moses portray him as someone who was perfectly capable of changing his mind. It could be argued that he has continued to do so in the millennia that have followed. From this point of view, God appears to be a kaleidoscopic God because he is a kaleidoscopic God. It is not, however, an argument that has very much to commend it. A God who feels the need to change within a time span that, in cosmological terms, is less than the blink of an eye can hardly be a God who created the cosmos in the first place.

			Much stronger is the likelihood that many of the faces of God that people have claimed in good faith to have seen over the ages have simply been wrong. Believers may sincerely have thought that they were receiving true revelations from God, but in fact (for all sorts of good and human reasons) they were mistaken. Revelation is always mediated through human perception; and human perception can often act as a distorting prism. Since there are, as far as we know, no neural pathways within the human brain that are dedicated exclusively to the reception of divine messages, one man’s revelation of truth can be another man’s fanciful imagination; and there are no objective criteria for deciding which is right. There are numerous examples in this book. Plausible though such an explanation of the multi-faceted God of Christian history may be, it raises searching questions about certainty and doubt. Can we ever be sure that what we are experiencing, through whatever means we may experience it, is genuinely from God? Is it ever possible to see the ‘true’ face of God, or must we necessarily make do with the disparate and distorted images that have come down to us through the witness and testimony of the ages? Those who yearn for certainty will believe that, through the teachings of their Church and the authority of the Bible, they are indeed seeing the true face of God. Those who are content to live with uncertainty will reach their own conclusions from the array of images on offer.

			There is, of course, a fourth possible answer to the question of why people have experienced so many different and contradictory faces of the Christian God – that he simply doesn’t exist outside the human imagination. God could be an entirely human invention. In many ways, this is the easiest answer of all. Human inventiveness is endlessly creative, and if God is among its finest creations, then there is every reason to expect a rich diversity in the way he has been portrayed. From this perspective, the historical portrait gallery of God is stocked with nothing more (but also with nothing less) than the sum of human hopes and fears, and while they may tell us a great deal about the human condition, they can tell us nothing about God because he is not ‘really’ there. This is, though, rather too glib an answer. Whatever people may or may not personally believe about God, the human awareness of something beyond the ordinary world of everyday experience has been among the most potent drivers of human history. This awareness cannot be explained simply as the product of a collectively deluded mind. It would not be true to the historical record to dismiss the human experience of God simply as the triumph of hope over experience, or romanticism over rationality, any more than it would be true to the record to portray him as the eternally immutable Rock of Ages. The truth is likely to be far more ragged and complex than either of these absolutes imply.

			 

			***

			 

			Against this autobiographical background, my aim in this book has been to lay out the fruits of my search for a less selective and sanitised image of God than the one I grew up with. The book is set within an historical framework, beginning with the gods of Canaan from whom the Yahweh of the Old Testament probably emerged and ending with the non-theistic faces of God that were gaining traction by the end of the twentieth century. It is, quite deliberately, a brief history, for as any writer knows, the quickest way to bore one’s readers is to tell them everything. I have necessarily been highly selective in the examples I have included in the story, and I have surely omitted much that others would consider far more relevant. I plead guilty as charged. It is not my aim to offer an exhaustive account of the history of God – others have done that far more ably than I could possibly do – but to present what seem to me to be some of the major milestones in the human understanding of God within the main stream of Christian faith.

			I offer no answers to the question (which runs as a consistent thread throughout the text) of why people across the ages have experienced so many different and sometimes contradictory faces of the Christian God. I have merely tried to supply the evidence upon which readers can decide for themselves. I hope that some will allow me to escort them on a journey that I have already undertaken for myself and that has led me to some surprising but ultimately sustaining conclusions; but if any decide not to, I will entirely understand, for the journey is not without its hazards, especially for those in search of certainty.

			 

			 

			 

		

		
			 

			 

			Chapter 1: The Origins of the Gods

			 

			 

			In about 1800 BC a man called Abram (or Abraham, as he was later to be named) set out from his hometown of Ur, in Chaldea, bound for Canaan. He was accompanied by his father Terah, his childless wife Sarai (or Sarah, as she was later to be named) and his nephew Lot. The story is told in the Old Testament book of Genesis. The family reached Harran, where Abraham decided to settle and where Terah later died at the ripe old age of 205. Then, without any apparent warning, a God appeared to Abraham and promised to make him the father of a great nation. The God told him to complete his journey to Canaan; and although he was now 75 years of age, Abraham obeyed and set off with Sarah, Lot and all their possessions. At Schechem, a city on an important trade route north of Jerusalem, the God promised Abraham that he would give the whole of the country to his descendants. Abraham built an altar there before moving on to settle in the land between Bethel and Ai.

			Who was this God who commanded Abraham’s obedience? Judaism has accepted him as the God who eventually united the various ethnic groups that made up the people of Israel, and Christianity has proclaimed him as the God who became incarnate in Jesus Christ. The early biblical stories about him are, however, far from consistent, for they originated in different places and were written many centuries after the events to which they bear witness. The first five books of the Old Testament (the Pentateuch) did not exist in their present form before about 900 BC and they were not brought together until several centuries after that. Generations of oral tradition must have separated the life of Abraham from the only record of it that now exists – and stories can change quite dramatically as they are told and retold across the ages. It is by no means certain that Abraham even existed.

			A further difficulty in identifying the God who appeared to Abraham is the variety of names that he bears in the early books of the Old Testament, a legacy in part of the different sources from which the Pentateuch was compiled. Following the death of King Solomon in 922 BC the single kingdom of Israel split into two separate kingdoms, each adopting a different name for Abraham’s God. Documents from the southern kingdom of Judah favoured the name of YHWH, while those from the northern kingdom of Israel preferred the name Elohim. They had to be treated with care, for the naming of gods in the ancient world was a risky thing to do, but it would have proved impossible to write the religious history of a nation without referring to the central character in the drama. Although the proper name of Abraham’s God could never be spoken, it was written in a number of different ways. The most common form in the Old Testament, occurring more than six thousand times, is YHWH, the name that was typically used in the southern kingdom of Judah. It is usually pronounced in Western speech as either Yahweh (the form used in this book) or Yehovah, and it is conventionally written in English translations of the Bible as ‘the LORD’.

			The slightly later writers in the northern kingdom of Israel favoured the name of Elohim, a plural or composite form of El. Among the ancient mythologies of the Middle East, El was the high god of Canaan and the consort of the goddess Ashera. Other gods in the Canaanite pantheon included Mot, the god of sterility and death, and El’s son Baal, the god of fertility and new life whose worship went back at least to the time of the ancient Semites living in Bronze Age Canaan. Baal and his consort Astarte, the goddess of sexual love, were prominent deities in the eastern Mediterranean, ensuring the continuation each year of the great cycle of germination and fruitfulness. The fertility rituals performed by the priests of Baal and Astarte included temple prostitution and other symbolic enactments of conception and birth. Elsewhere in Canaan, first-born children were sacrificed to the Ammonite god Milcom, the young victims being slowly burned to death in the outstretched arms of the idol. King Solomon, the exemplar of Jewish wisdom, was a worshipper of both Astarte and Milcom, even erecting a shrine to Milcom on the Mount of Olives to please his foreign wives. The story, narrated in the first book of Kings, was taken up by John Milton in Paradise Lost where he depicted Milcom as ‘the horrid King besmear’d with blood of human sacrifice and parents tears’.

			 

			***

			 

			It was this polytheistic culture, presided over by the high god El, that Abraham would have encountered when he travelled to Canaan in about 1800 BC. The Genesis stories about him and his descendants give various names to the God who came suddenly into their lives. The God first introduced himself to Abraham as Yahweh (the LORD); but when Abraham was blessed by the priestly King of Salem, Melchizedeck, the blessing was in the name of El Elyon (usually translated into English as God Most High). When the God appeared to Abraham in his hundredth year he introduced himself as El Shaddai (God Almighty). Other names that appear in the Genesis narratives include El Roi (the God who sees), El Olam (the everlasting God) and El Bethel (the God of Bethel).

			It is natural to wonder about the relationship between these appellations. Were there several gods, each with its own name, or was there just one God introducing himself under different titles? Moreover, was there any connection, other than the obvious linguistic one, between the God who appears in the Genesis stories as El and the ancient Canaanite god of the same name? The confusions multiply when the narrative moves on a few hundred years to the time of Moses, for although Yahweh had by now been worshipped by the Hebrew people for generations, Moses did not recognise him when he appeared in the burning bush on Mount Horeb. Speaking through the flames, Yahweh identified himself as ‘the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’; yet in spite of coming face to face with his tribal deity, Moses had to ask what name he should use when he returned to Egypt and told the people about the encounter. Later, Yahweh explained the reason for the confusion: in his earlier appearances to the patriarchs he had always called himself El Shaddai, not Yahweh. Moses’ mistake was, perhaps, understandable after all.

			Whether there were one, two or several gods at this very early stage in Jewish history is a question that does not lend itself to normal historical enquiry. By the time the early books of the Bible came together in their present edited form in about the third century BC, Judaism had been a monotheistic faith for several centuries, and it is all too easy to assume that the early patriarchs had been committed to a single God. Yet there is no necessary reason why Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, moving among the polytheistic communities of the Middle East, were ever devoted to a single God. When Jacob’s wife Rachel moved out of her father’s home in Mesopotamia, for example, she took with her the portable gods that had been in the family for a long time. Although, therefore, the Hebrew tribes had been familiar with Yahweh from a very early time, other gods were not only well known to them but also (according to the record in the Old Testament) were worshipped by them. As well as Yahweh, the name of the Canaanite high god El still survives in such familiar Old Testament names as Bethel, Penuel, Ishmael and of course Israel.

			 

			***

			 

			Although the origins of the deity who entered the lives of Abraham and Sarah must remain forever obscure, we do know something of the ways in which people first became conscious of the spirit world around them and of the gods who populated it. For this, we have to thank the work of cultural anthropologists, especially in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Sir James Frazer’s (1854-1941) compendious text The Golden Bough, published in stages between 1890 and 1915, made a particularly significant contribution to our understanding of the origins of religious belief. His findings caused a stir among late Victorian and Edwardian clerics who saw them as a calculated challenge to the religious certainties they were preaching, and The Golden Bough was widely condemned as a book that was neither safe nor proper for Christians to read. Frazer’s work, however, proved too popular to be dismissed out of hand; and once he had drawn aside the veil concealing the primitive origins of many religious practices, Christians could never again be wholly innocent about the complex antecedents of their familiar beliefs and rituals.

			In the early stages of human religious awareness, gods took many forms: stones, trees, animals, figurines, totem poles, statuettes, seas and rivers, sun and moon, and so on. Since they were typically the gods of nomadic people, they had to be either portable or universally available. The divine objects were believed to be animated by spirits that could transmit their life-force to those who worshipped them, protecting them from disasters and endowing them with valuable advantages in the remorseless struggle for life. By the early Mesolithic period in Europe (from roughly 12,000 BC), nomadic lifestyles were giving way to more settled farming communities, and gods could become larger and more static beings, sometimes with their own dwelling places. Temples were appearing in Mesopotamia (modern day Iraq) by about 5000 BC as gods became embedded in the history and culture of local settlements, commanding the allegiance of successive generations of worshippers. Some of the earliest deities were feminine, their pendulous breasts and prominent genitalia betraying the supreme importance of fertility in the life of agricultural communities. As towns and cities expanded and urban cultures developed, female deities gradually gave way to male. By about 2000 BC elaborate rituals, mainly involving the worship of male gods, were already well established in India, China, Mexico and parts of North America.

			As the gods became increasingly important in their local communities, elaborate cults grew up around them involving priests, rituals, and holy objects. The ruling elite in a community typically appointed themselves as the chosen servants or priests of the local god, attending to his needs, managing his affairs and interpreting his wishes. The lower strata of society, the labourers and agricultural workers, provided the sacrifices needed to appease and satisfy him. The biblical story of the Babylonian god Bel is a vivid account of a local middle-eastern cult in about the second century BC. Superintended by temple priests who ensured that he received the food he needed, Bel ‘miraculously’ got through twelve bushels of flour, forty sheep and fifty gallons of wine a day – though in reality, of course, these vast provisions were being siphoned off by the priests for themselves and their families. As well as their physical presence in their temples on earth, gods sometimes led other, transcendental lives in the cosmic sphere above. They had their abodes among the pantheons of heaven as well as their dwelling places on earth. Seated on their thrones above the celestial firmament, they were spiritual sovereigns exercising their power remotely over their temporal subjects on earth: lords of lords and kings of kings.

			 

			***

			 

			At some point in the evolution of religious beliefs, people began to think of gods as inhabiting, or even becoming, human beings. Throughout the history of religious belief, outstanding men (and very occasionally women) have been thought to be possessed by a deity, or at least to have such a high degree of supernatural power as to be a virtual god. With the status of divinity came also the sacrificial homage of the people. In many cases these human gods had regal as well as divine authority, turning their kingdoms into theocracies. There are numerous examples throughout recorded history. Egyptian pharaohs, Chinese emperors, Mesopotamian and Babylonian kings, American Indian tribal leaders, Inca emperors, Nepalese kings and Japanese emperors were all worshipped in their lifetimes as human gods, the last two until well into the twentieth century. European monarchs were rarely deified (though some were canonised), but many claimed a God-given right to the exercise of absolute power. To be touched by a king was to be favoured as if by a direct blessing from heaven. The ‘king’s touch’, as it came to be known, could also mediate the healing power of God. As late as the seventeenth century, scrofula (tuberculosis of the lymph nodes) was thought in England to be curable through contact with the monarch. Charles I (1600-1649) ‘cured’ a hundred patients at a time in his chapel at Holyrood Palace in Edinburgh, and Charles II (1630-1685) is said to have touched around a hundred thousand scrofulous subjects in the course of his reign. The king’s touch, however, could not survive the progress of science: William III (1650-1702) contemptuously refused to engage in such magical antics, declaring on the only recorded occasion on which he touched a subject: ‘God give you better health and more sense’.

			The religions of ancient Greece and Rome, which were flourishing in the pluralistic hothouse of the Mediterranean world at the time of Jesus, provide some of the clearest examples of the fusion between the human and the divine. Gods still embodied the pure essence of divinity, of course, but human beings could be raised to divine status through the gifts they possessed or the powers they displayed. An inscription on the acropolis on Mount Mycale in modern-day Turkey describes the first of the Roman emperors, Caesar Augustus (63 BC – AD 14), not only as Emperor but also as the Son of God. He was worshipped in his own lifetime as Lord, Redeemer, and Saviour of the World – all titles that were later used by Christians to emphasise their emerging belief in the divinity of Jesus Christ. Plainly, some careful analysis is needed to distinguish between the divinity of Augustus and that of Christ.

			 

			***

			 

			A quantum leap in the evolution of religious belief took place in the Hebrew faith when the gods became God. Among the descendants of Abraham the conviction gradually emerged, probably over a long period of time, that there was, in fact, only one true God. When and how the transition occurred cannot be mapped in any great detail, but there are clues. When Yahweh gave Moses the tablets of commandment on Mount Sinai in about 1250 BC, he was making no claims to uniqueness. In his first commandment to Moses he acknowledged that he was not the only God, merely the one who demanded the undivided loyalty of his people: ‘You shall have no other gods before me.’ Yahweh was not alone among the deities on offer in those polytheistic times: in theory, and often in practice too, the people had a choice. When some four hundred years later Elijah challenged the prophets of Baal to call down fire on a sacrificial bullock, the prophet’s argument was not that Baal did not exist, merely that he was a less potent god than Yahweh. By the time the long-suffering Job appeared on the scene in about 700 BC, however, the Jewish scriptures were beginning to depict their God as the sole surviving resident in the formerly populous pantheon of the Canaanite gods. He was also someone with whom an interactive relationship was possible.

			It was a step change. Gods (including Yahweh, if the Pentateuch is anything to go by) had often been seen as remote and fearsome beings who appeared wreathed in smoke on the tops of mountains and who spoke through thunder and lightning. Their divine anger at the wickedness of their people could only be appeased by sacrifice and worship. People had good reason to tremble and bow before their gods, for if their fate depended upon the will of a powerful deity, it was prudent to respect his holiness and acknowledge his majesty. Yet here was Job audaciously complaining to the God of Israel, arguing with him, and even calling him to account for his actions. The dramatic story of Job’s dialogue with Yahweh, which has few parallels in the Hebrew Scriptures, is a striking example of human autonomy flexing its muscles in protest against the actions of a seemingly capricious God. Job had the self-confidence to rail not only against the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune that came his way but also against the deity who was hurling them. His daring and risky interrogation of Yahweh, who had shown himself more than capable of obliterating those who crossed his path, is a dramatic milestone in mankind’s long and continuing search for the meaning of life. Why was God condemning him to an existence of unbridled misery? What had he done to deserve such divine disfavour? God’s hand, Job complained, was heavy upon him in his trouble; and he refused to be fobbed off by those who thought he was playing with fire in calling God to account. Job demanded an explanation – and it had better be a good one. It was, by any standards, a breath-taking display of bold self-righteousness.

			 

			***

			 

			The introduction of the moral language of sin and expiation allowed another momentous step to be taken in the development of religious consciousness when the ‘scapegoat’ emerged as a practical way of dealing with the mountain of human sinfulness and guilt. The problem was, in essence, quite straightforward. Gods laid down the rules of human behaviour; people sinned by breaking them; and if the resultant anger of the gods was to be appeased, ways had to be found of atoning for sin and repairing the fractured relationship. The scapegoat became a highly effective mechanism for doing so. In The Golden Bough, James Frazer defined a scapegoat as an animal or a person onto whom the sinful burdens of individuals and communities were symbolically laid. By then disposing of the animal, often in a ritual sacrifice overseen by priests, the sins would die with the scapegoat and the favour of the gods would be restored. A new start could be made, unencumbered by the weight of the personal and corporate guilt of the people and the wrath of the gods.

			The Jewish faith, from which the later Christian ideas of sin and atonement developed, attached a great deal of importance to the ritual sacrifice of scapegoats in the temple in Jerusalem. Various animals, cloven and otherwise, were symbolically saddled with the sins of the people and then slaughtered in a particular way before being burnt at the altar by a priest. Sins would be blotted out in the sight of Yahweh as the scapegoat shrivelled and burnt. Detailed rules were set out about the form and conduct of these sacrificial ceremonies, each part of which had to be followed to the letter if Yahweh was to be satisfied. Different kinds of sacrifices were offered in atonement for different kinds of sins, but most of the rituals had a common template. Typically, the scapegoat had to be a young and flawless animal, its blood had to be poured out at the base of the altar, and its fat had to be removed and burnt separately as a soothing balm for Yahweh’s pleasure.

			At various times in Jewish history the prophets spoke out against the whole cultic system of scapegoat and sacrifice, demanding instead a more humane and contrite response to God’s calls for repentance. Micah, writing in about 700 BC, declared that sacrifices were anathema to Yahweh: it was far more important that people should act justly and walk humbly with him. Amos, too, was saying much the same thing at about the same time. For a long time, however, the sacrificial offering of animal scapegoats was central to the Jewish understanding of Yahweh and his relationship with the people. There are also examples in the Old Testament of the cultic use of a living scapegoat. According to the book of Leviticus, Yahweh commanded Aaron, the first high priest of the cult, to take a live goat, place his hands upon its head and confess all the sins of the Hebrews. Aaron was then to send the animal into the wilderness where it would carry the iniquities of the people into the oblivion of the desert, there to be lost forever.

			People as well as animals could sometimes be coerced into duty as scapegoats for the misdemeanours of their fellows. In The Golden Bough, James Frazer reported several interesting examples from around the world of human scapegoats cancelling out the sins of others by undergoing some form of substitutionary punishment in their stead. In parts of India, the sins of a rajah would be ritually transferred to a convicted criminal who earned his pardon by vicariously suffering in place of the ruler. In other places a local Brahman was paid to pick up the rajah’s sins and then to die on his behalf. In some countries of Africa, the services of sickly men and women were purchased each year by public subscription. Those who had committed a serious offence such as theft or adultery were expected to atone for their misdeeds by paying for the cost of these human scapegoats, and a man from a neighbouring town was hired to kill them. In all of these examples the slate of moral accountability was wiped clean by the vicarious suffering of the scapegoat: the gods were appeased and life was able to begin afresh, free from the fear of divine retribution.

			Even a human god could, on occasion, become a scapegoat. Frazer thought that where this happened, two separate traditions were brought together in a single act of deicide. One was the use of human scapegoats; the other was the killing of living gods before they had time to be ravaged by the decrepitude of old age. If human gods were to be killed in any case before they became too infirm to be of any further use, they might as well be killed as scapegoats. A divine scapegoat is likely to be a far more effective atonement for sin than a merely human one. It would then make sense to heap the sins of a community onto the human god and kill him in a sacrificial manner to ensure that the evil deeds would die with him. The atoning power of a divine sacrifice has been a consistent leitmotif in the human imagination. The Christian story of the death of Jesus, in which a divine man was killed to atone for the sins of all mankind, is not unique among the stories that have come down from the ancient world.

			So Yahweh, the LORD, the God whom Christians later came to believe was incarnate in Jesus Christ, appeared on the scene some four thousand years ago, revealing himself to Abraham through a series of extravagant promises. As Abraham and his descendants were soon to discover, he did much more than scatter promises.

			 

			 

			 

		

		
			 

			 

			Chapter 2: The God of Israel

			 

			 

			The God who appeared to Abraham at Harran in about 1800 BC was a God who commanded and promised. According to the narrative in Genesis, he commanded Abraham to travel to a country that would be shown to him, and he promised to make him the father of a great nation. He was also a partisan God of capricious power. When Abraham and Sarah journeyed to Egypt to escape a famine in Canaan, Abraham, fearing that the pharaoh would kill him and take Sarah as his wife, begged her to say that he was her brother, not her husband. The deceit worked and Abraham’s life was spared; but God was firmly on his side, and instead of chiding him for his duplicity he turned on the luckless pharaoh, infesting his palace with awful diseases. At this very early stage in Jewish history, Yahweh was still a local God who protected his own people and would have no truck with foreigners. As if to emphasise the point, he later promised Abraham that he would punish not only the Egyptians but any other nation that was rash enough to enslave his people. The promise was bound up in a covenant with Abraham where God pledged himself to Abraham’s family if he and all his male descendants yielded up their foreskins as a symbol of their commitment. Abraham agreed and he, together with his illegitimate son Ishmael and all the other men in his household, were circumcised.

			As well as promising Abraham an extravagant future and demanding in return a distinctive ritual of allegiance, God also had a more homely side to him. One day, as Abraham was sitting outside his tent by the ancient Canaanite shrine of El at Mamre, near Jericho, Yahweh came to him in the guise of a man accompanied by two angels also dressed as men. They caused Abraham’s post-menopausal wife Sarah to chuckle as they promised her that she would have a son. ‘At my time in life I am past bearing children’, she said to herself, ‘and in any case my husband is old’. God also told Abraham of his intention to destroy the city of Sodom, on the Jordan plain in the south of Canaan, because of the sexual depravity of its citizens. Realising that innocent people in the city might perish along with the guilty, Abraham daringly reminded Yahweh that if he really was a God of righteousness, he was obliged to act justly. ‘Far be it for you’, he said, ‘to kill innocent people along with the wicked’. For a brief and dramatic moment, Abraham stood on a higher moral plane than God; but rather than smite him for his temerity, God accepted Abraham’s argument and entered into a kind of Dutch auction with him over the number of innocent people there had to be in Sodom for the city to be spared. Will you spare Sodom if there are fifty innocent people?, asked Abraham. Yes, if that is the number of innocent people, the city will be spared. Forty-five? Yes. Forty? Yes. And so it went on. Eventually Yahweh agreed to spare Sodom if only ten innocent people were found in the city; but either he was unable to find ten innocents or he reneged on his promise, for the next day he caused burning sulphur to rain down on both Sodom and the neighbouring city of Gomorrah, destroying them and all their inhabitants. Yahweh stood revealed to Abraham as a God of terrible and vengeful power.

			Another of God’s promises was, however, made good in the fullness of time when Sarah gave birth to a son, Isaac. Sarah laughed in celebration as she recalled the earlier visit of the man with the two angels. Then God tested Abraham by ordering him to kill the boy and burn his body as a sacrifice. It was an extraordinary command: not only was Abraham to kill the only son of his marriage to Sarah, thereby destroying the life of the very one through whom God’s dynastic promises were to be fulfilled, he was to do so by offering a child as a human sacrifice. The ghastly ritual, mimicking the sacrificial offering of children to the Canaanite god Milcom, was only halted at the very last minute when God provided the alternative sacrifice of a ram caught in a nearby bush. Abraham’s preparedness to kill and burn his son in obedience to God has marked him in both Jewish and Christian eyes as a man of great faith; but from a modern viewpoint, such a repugnant test of fidelity could only have been set by a God of grotesque moral sensibilities. Far from being lauded for his faith, a father in the twenty-first century who came within a whisker of killing and burning his child in response to what he believed to be a direct command from God would rightly be detained in state custody for a long time. As with any biblical story, however, the historical and cultural context in which the sacrifice of Isaac occurred is central to the way it should be read. Times change profoundly, and the acceptable faces of God change with them.

			 

			***

			 

			The Genesis story moves on. Having narrowly survived this childhood ordeal, Isaac married his cousin Rebecca. It was while he was living with her at Gerar, between Gaza and Beersheba, that he repeated the deceit of his father by trying to pass Rebecca off as his sister in order to save his own life and prevent Rebecca from becoming a concubine of the Philistine king, Abimelech. On this occasion, however, Yahweh did not repeat the vengeful act that, in the previous generation, he had carried out against the Egyptian pharaoh. Instead, he chose to make Isaac a very rich man. In one year with God’s help Isaac harvested a hundred times as much as he had sown – a staggering rate of return on his investment. The family’s duplicitous tendencies surfaced again in the next generation when Isaac and Rebecca’s younger son, Jacob, tricked his older brother Esau out of his inheritance before leaving the family home in Beersheba to work for his uncle Laban in Mesopotamia. During the journey, Jacob had a dream in which he saw a staircase running from earth to heaven, with angels travelling up and down. Suddenly, Jacob was aware of God standing beside him, and having repeated the promise he had given to his father and grandfather that his descendants would be as numerous as all the specks of dust on earth, God vowed to protect Jacob wherever he went.

			Far from being comforted by these words of extravagant promise, Jacob woke from his dream in a state of terror, declaring that he must be in the very house of God. He named the place Bethel – the place of El. Jacob, however, showed himself a man of some resilience, for despite his terror at meeting Yahweh, he somehow mustered the confidence to set conditions to their relationship. If Yahweh would protect him on his journey, and if he returned safely to his father’s home, then Jacob would accept him as his God. Jacob’s response to his night-time terror was reassuringly human as well as daringly audacious: he wanted evidence that God would be as good as his word before throwing in his lot with him. Jacob’s next encounter with God was equally dramatic. After many years spent working for Laban under terms that he regarded as unfair, Jacob finally fled his uncle’s household and set off for home in Beersheba. He took with him his two wives, Rachel and Leah, together with all his possessions. As he was nearing home, Jacob became understandably anxious about the reception he would receive from his brother Esau. Fearing the worst, he reminded God of the bargain they had struck at Bethel. That night Jacob found himself wrestling with an unknown stranger who refused to reveal his name but whom Jacob later recognised as Yahweh. As at Bethel, Jacob by no means disgraced himself in the encounter. The stranger told him that he had struggled with God and won, and as a result his name was changed from Jacob to Israel. Later, God told Jacob to return to Bethel, and there he repeated the promise he had already given to Abraham and Isaac that he would be the ancestor of kings and the fount of nations.

			***

			Some four to five hundred years after Jacob’s death in Egypt, Yahweh appeared to Moses while he was tending his father-in-law’s sheep near Mount Horeb, in Sinai. The story begins in the third chapter of Exodus. Speaking from the midst of a burning bush, God introduced himself to Moses as the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and he established his credentials with two miracles that would convince the Hebrew people of his authenticity when Moses returned to them in Egypt. In the first, a rod was turned into a snake and back again, and in the second, one of Moses’ hands was first made leprous and then restored to health. By stressing his historic connections with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of the patriarchs was merging imperceptibly with the God of Moses to become the tribal God of Israel. His involvement in the dramatic events of the exodus from Egypt to the Promised Land of Canaan was greatly to enhance his status among the Israelites, earning for himself the majestic title of the God of Sabbaoth – the God of hosts, the warrior God of armies and battles.

			This new face of Yahweh, of which there are but few harbingers in the very early stories of the Old Testament, began to be revealed when he commanded Moses to seek the release of the Hebrews from their bondage in Egypt. A god of Yahweh’s power could presumably have brought about the liberation of his people with a minimum of collateral damage by simply persuading the pharaoh to let them go; but that is not how it happened. Far from allowing the Hebrews to leave Egypt and worship God in their own way, the pharaoh’s mind was deliberately set by Yahweh against any such act of clemency. ‘I shall make him stubborn’, Yahweh said to Moses, ‘and he will not listen to you’. Having ensured the pharaoh’s intransigence, God then had a reason to unleash a dreadful catalogue of divine retribution against the Egyptian people. Plagues of frogs, flies, boils and locusts descended on Egypt; the Nile was turned into blood; a terrible hailstorm blew up; and the land was covered in darkness. After each appalling catastrophe had subsided, the pharaoh behaved exactly as Yahweh had said he would, ignoring the pleadings of Moses and refusing to release the Hebrew captives. Finally, in the most terrible act of all, God arranged for the first-born children in every house in Egypt, from the grandest to the humblest, to be slaughtered in their beds at night. First-born cattle were also decimated. It was the last straw for the pharaoh, and, summoning Moses and Aaron in the middle of the night, he commanded the Hebrews to leave the country at once together with their sheep and cattle and all their possessions. Yahweh had eventually triumphed by revealing himself as a God of unconscionable death and destruction.
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