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  Part One: The Death of Christianity

  “Claire Boothe Luce is said by the novelist Herbert Gold to have complained to a Jewish friend that she found all the talk about the Holocaust insufferably boring. Her friend said he knew just what she was talking about. ‘In fact,” Gold writes, “he had the same sense of repetitiousness and fatigue, hearing so often about the crucifixion.’”1
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  There is at the heart of Christianity a disturbing doctrine that has the uncanny ability to overwhelm cognition—and when internalized by the believer, it has the ability to traumatize. I refer to the belief, held by most Christians, that Jesus Christ, the central figure of Christianity, was tortured to death in public to redeem the world, so that God could be reconciled to his creation. Many observers have commented on the cruelty of this central event at the heart of Christianity, but this writer aims to make a different point than simply to note its violent nature. That point is this: that the doctrine of salvation through the violence of Jesus’ crucifixion is radically different, incomprehensively different, from the God of love and forgiveness as taught by Jesus—so different, in fact, that it poses an unsolvable and irreducible moral problem at the heart of Christianity. The extreme sense of paradox created by Jesus’ message of love, on the one hand, and the supposedly redemptive nature of the crucifixion’s violence on the other, can traumatize the believer over a period of time, especially when disturbing images, narratives and beliefs concerning the crucifixion are constantly reiterated. This reiteration can create a trauma bond that bonds the believer to Christianity; but it does so by causing the Christian to internalize as redemptive the aggression of the crucifixion. Because of this, a profound identification with aggression tends to be the fundamental emotional orientation of institutional Christianity.

  Christian theologians most commonly call this key belief of Christianity—that God caused Jesus to die on the cross for the sins of the world—substitutionary atonement. It has also been referred to as blood redemption or blood atonement—by dying on the cross, Jesus atones for the sins of humankind, and redeems sinners in the process. Some will object at the outset that it was humanity, and not God, that crucified Jesus. God, however, gave the crucifixion its redemptive power, according to almost all Christian theology in the West, because grace and salvation can only come from God. For that reason, and because only God can grant eternal life to the believer, the crucifixion of Jesus was at the heart of God’s plan of redemption for humanity.

  In other words, God colluded with the procurator of the Roman Empire, a specialist in imperial cruelty, to arrive at redemption for you and me, the redemption arising not just because of the sacrifice of Jesus (there are lots of other ways to sacrifice oneself) but specifically through the brutality and agony of public torture. God, in this scenario, is little more than a cosmic Mafia boss whose specialty is ritualized human sacrifice, and whose preferred method of redemption is public torture of dissenters. If you do not “accept Jesus as your personal savior” (that is, if you don’t internalize the aggression of blood redemption as a part of a conversion experience), most American evangelicals will be happy to inform you that you will be going to hell, and that you’re going to be tortured for all eternity. (Interestingly, this was also the imposed social contract involved in the use of the Inquisition as an instrument of social repression. If you were suspected of not accepting the torture of Jesus as redemptive, you could be tortured yourself as a kind of prelude to the eternity of torture that awaited you.)

  So whatever else it may do, the doctrine of blood atonement does send a message that violence can be redemptive. This message came to be, over a period of time, the very heart and soul of Christianity. I am not talking about Jesus’ life, the Beatitudes, the Sermon on the Mount or the parables. I am talking about the idea that God made a human sacrifice out of Jesus as a scapegoat for the sins of humanity. This belief in blood redemption is, I submit, the most violent idea ever devised by the human mind, with the single exception of eternal torment for temporal sins. And the belief in Jesus’ blood atonement, far from being some unexamined bit of theology in the dank margins of religious exotica, is the foundational theological concept of almost all institutional Protestant and Catholic Christianity, the world’s majority religion.

  This doctrine is constantly reiterated in liturgy, hymns, sermons and homilies, in theology and in popular literature. Jesus’ violent death on the cross (the central dynamic of salvation) is constantly referred to by Christian clergy as being of supreme importance, from the primitive church through the Middle Ages right up to, and very much including, today’s conservative Catholics and Protestant evangelicals. It is constantly referred to because of its ability to traumatize and overwhelm the believer, who must inevitably internalize its implicit aggression. Please note that substitutionary atonement is also a central belief in the liberal mainstream Protestant denominations (Presbyterians, Methodists, Episcopalians and Lutherans). Even to those who do not understand or accept the doctrine of blood redemption, it is so disturbing it cannot be easily forgotten or dismissed, which means that most people who contemplate it must to some extent internalize the aggression it represents. (For an example of the cross as a deeply influential culture icon, see Chaim Potok’s My Name is Asher Lev, the story of a Hasidic Jewish boy who is so obsessed by the crucifixion that he paints endless pictures of it, including one of his mother being crucified.)

  Liberal Christians see the Garden-of-Eden story as an allegory for the growth of evil in human consciousness, and tend also to see Judgment Day—correctly, I think—as a remnant of the apocalyptical thinking of Jesus’ time. But even the most liberal Christians, usually so adept at discerning the metaphorical nature of religious language, generally do not denounce (or at least do not make any very strong objection to) the idea that the execution of Jesus by the Roman Empire two thousand years ago was God’s way of redeeming humankind. They, too, have generally internalized this central idea to such an extent that they can no longer see it for what it is: an attempt to redeem the psychic effects of aggression by accommodating, idealizing, and internalizing it, standard mechanisms of trauma bonding.

  This particular form of trauma bonding has resulted in a generalized Christian obsession with crucifixion and the cross. This obsession with the violence of the crucifixion is associated with the worst and most obscurantist aspects of Christianity, at least partly because the emphasis on Jesus’ death can be used to downplay and repress the importance of Jesus’ life and teachings. But the primitive nature of the doctrine of blood redemption is especially conducive to—and tends to encourage—social practices of extreme brutality, when it is internalized by enough people. It shouldn’t surprise anyone, for example, that a religion that embraces the doctrine of blood atonement should once have believed that Jews killed Christians in order to put their blood in matzo balls. In fact, Christianity’s most violent and pathological obsessions (loathing of women, war in the name of Jesus, and flagrant anti-Semitism, to name just three) waxed and waned in roughly the same proportion as the Christian obsession with Jesus’ death on the cross, and the accompanying belief in blood redemption.

  It continues today in the recurring—and frequently nauseating—emphasis on Jesus’ blood in evangelical sermons, hymns and literature, not to mention the Eucharist in the liturgical churches that culminates in the symbolic drinking of Jesus’ blood and eating of his flesh. The anti-Semitism is still often there, too, although in a disguised form. The current Pope has again made possible the reading of prayers for the conversion of Jews during Easter Week, a clear reference to the idea of inherited Jewish guilt for Jesus’ death. In many conservative evangelical churches, people long for the End Time (or End of Days), which means the end of the world, which many of them believe will result in the forced conversion of the Jews. For those Jews who don’t convert to Christianity at the End Time—well, the final solution for them will be genocide. God, the same psychopathic God who needed a human sacrifice to be reconciled to the world he created, will murder all the Jews who refuse to convert to Christianity, thereby finishing the job that Hitler started at Auschwitz.
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  Blood redemption, the central doctrine of Christianity, is the train wreck of western civilization. You want to stop looking at Jesus up there on the cross, but you can’t, because images and reminders of Jesus’ death are everywhere. And even when there are no images, there is every imaginable kind of music about it, from Bach to bluegrass. Western classical music started in the church, and the blues, the Quell of American popular music, is a first cousin to gospel. Nowadays, when a good 70 to 80 percent of American Christians are evangelicals or conservative Catholics, wherever there is church music, there is probably going to be constant references to the crucifixion, and to blood atonement. It is the pain and horror and the blood of the crucifixion that evangelicals are obsessed with—that is their preoccupation, and that is what they think about and preach about. Nothing, you see, is quite as dramatic as murder—which is why cop shows on TV are so popular; and there is no murder with as much over-the-top, pulse-pounding excitement as the murder of God, especially when the listener can be denounced as an accomplice.

  Driving through huge sections of the Middle West and the South, there is often nothing on the radio but the so-called Christian radio stations; and even the AM stations that aren’t technically evangelical carry evangelical preaching, full of constant references to the blood and gore of the crucifixion. But all this evangelical hooting and hollering, all the fundamentalist sermons and declarations of faith and gospel-quoting and various country-style preachments—all these come to the same thing, namely, Jesus suffered on the cross for you, for your sins, because you are a sinner for whom Jesus had to suffer interminably and shed his blood; and you are complicit in all that suffering, simply by breathing the air and driving along in your car listening to your radio.

  The frenzied style of modern radio evangelicalism and televangelism have deep roots in America, going back to the extremism of the seventeenth-century British Puritans who settled in Massachusetts (a splinter group of a splinter group, addicted to theological drama), certain ongoing forms of pietism, and the First and Second Great Awakenings. The excited style of American evangelical preaching evokes—and is intended to evoke—the intensity of a conflicted soul in crisis. Interestingly, though, modern televangelists and evangelical preachers on AM Radio use images and metaphors not all that different from those used by preachers in the First Great Awakening in 1735. Nor are they that different from ideas expressed by Bernard of Clairvaux in the twelfth century or the church bishops at the Council of Constantinople in 381. Jesus died for the sins of the world; and that’s your only hope for salvation, which becomes yours not by denouncing his crucifixion as a particularly disgusting example of systemic evil—which it most assuredly was—but embracing it as your ticket to the New Earth.

  Not only must you accept the primacy of blood redemption, you must accept the redemption originating in Jesus’ suffering by accepting his blood itself, right up to the point of imagining yourself as being physically bathed in it. Of course, the image of being bathed, washed or covered in blood, anybody’s blood, is intrinsically disgusting—but that’s exactly why it is so powerful. All such imagines, which have at their root the idea that torture can be redemptive, are essentially traumatizing.

  The mind rejects the images and the doctrine behind it every time they are reiterated, but there they are again and again, as one drives through Wyoming and Kansas and Louisiana and North Carolina, images of Jesus’ blood washing over the sinners of the world, until finally the very loathsomeness of the images, not to mention the images themselves, find a home in the unconscious mind. Hearing again and again about the blood of Jesus, and the redemptive effects of being bathed in it, one must to some extent internalize the images and the seething aggression that is animating those imagines, simply to maintain enough cognitive focus to keep from driving off the road.

  Accompanying AM Christian radio is its natural counterpart, the political and social fulminations of AM Hate Radio, a phenomenon that probably began with Russ Limbaugh, but which now includes up to a hundred and fifty talk show “hosts,” all saying the same thing: the UN wants to take away your guns; the government is socialist; people who are different should be hated; and immigrants, liberals and Muslims are enemies of the state. (AM Hate Radio has had to tone down their rhetoric against gays, because the LGBTQ people are now organized enough to stage boycotts, file lawsuits, and in general defend themselves.) But immigrants and Muslims don’t have enough clout to fight back effectively yet, so that makes them targets of opportunity. And that’s what these radio hate-fests are really about: a chance to hate, and perhaps hurt, people who are different, and who don’t have the political clout to fight back. (People who hate on the basis of group identity are usually sadists, to some extent, but also cowards, so they fear a fair fight.)

  The underlying emotional dynamic of AM Hate Radio isn’t just sadism. Hate Radio is seething with resentment toward people who are perceived as having more education, more money, more cultural literacy, more intelligence, or more pleasure than oneself; and it is also shot through with hostility against people who belong to different races and religions. Many listeners to AM Hate Radio feel offended by the civil rights movement and emasculated by the women’s movement. These are overwhelmingly, in other words, angry white men whose skin color and gender no longer guarantee them a modicum of deference. Hate Radio is, in other words, aimed at all the poor schleps that got left behind, angry white guys who are sinking every day into deeper economic, emotional and spiritual blight, but who lack the intelligence or curiosity to figure out what’s pulling them down; and are therefore clueless about how to stop it. Such people are ripe to discharge their frustration on handy scapegoats, as long as the scapegoat is in no position to retaliate.

  Christian evangelicalism and AM Hate Radio not only go together very well, they represent two connected phenomena that have been interacting for well over sixteen hundred years. The first is the belief in the crucifixion of Jesus as the basis for human redemption, central to most Christian teaching. The second is the worship of aggression in the form of state power. The two validate and drive each other forward, and have done so since the time of Constantine in the early fourth century, and for this reason are intertwined in Western society. Blood atonement and the worship of state aggression don’t appeal to those who already have power, but to people who feel powerless, clueless and without a coherent strategy for their lives.

  In America, such people often have little insight into their own deficits, and therefore can’t understand the source of their own pain. Instead of self-improvement—going to a night class, joining a union, or improving themselves in some way—they must be angry at the world and at other people, posturing themselves as righteous victims who are going to get even someday, in some unspecified but probably apocalyptic manner. It is that powerful identification with aggression as potentially redemptive that makes Christian evangelical radio and AM Hate Radio ideological twins. In the Christian evangelical and fundamentalist movements, it is blood atonement that redeems. In AM Hate Radio the redemption comes from hating—and fantasies about hurting—human beings who are different and who probably cannot retaliate. Either way, it is always about redemption through aggression, experienced through a constant stream of violent words and images. Politically, it tends to express itself as support for war, torture and repression.

  I know there are progressive Christian evangelicals, and there are also a few progressive AM talk shows. But I’ve never heard Christian radio that isn’t in-your-face evangelical. That means that for hundreds and even thousands of miles, if you’re driving through America and you listen to the radio, it’s mainly AM Hate and evangelical Blood-of-the-Lamb, washed-in-the-blood Christianity. (In many markets, the Rush Limbaugh program is actually given free to radio stations, with pre-selected advertisers. We have Limbaugh’s corporate sponsors to thank for that sweetheart deal.) And the unconscious message, on the level of the emotions, is identification with aggression, identification with the ecstasy of victim-hood, and redemption through violence. It’s a long, hard drive through the great rural maw of flyover America, if you listen to the radio. You’d be well-advised to bring along some good CDs.

  This obsession that Jesus had to die on the cross for your sins, and that only by accepting this can you avoid damnation, didn’t start yesterday. It didn’t start with Billy Sunday or Billy Graham, or even the great Puritan preachers like Jonathon Edwards. It started in 381 when the belief in blood redemption was institutionalized at the Council of Constantinople, and in the twelfth century was extended to confer salvation to those who killed Muslims on crusade, or were killed by them. All the violence—all the killing of Jews, Muslims, women and heretics—can be traced back to the belief that Jesus suffered publicly on the cross for the sins of the world, and in so doing redeemed the world. That established Christianity as an exclusive religion: only those who believe in blood atonement, who believe that Jesus died on the cross for their sins, can spend eternity in the New Earth. The rest of us must be punished—that is the basic message. But it did not start out that way.
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  Nobody knows exactly why he did so, but at the age of thirty, a man named Jesus, from the small, slightly disreputable town of Nazareth, in Galilee, began to roam across the country speaking to large crowds, talking to them about a new kind of relationship with God. In gospel accounts, we discover that this prophet or teacher believed that the end of the world was near, and sought to prepare his followers for it. The best preparation was to create a new relationship with God, Jesus believed, and he explained how that could be done, using the vernacular Aramaic language of his time, employing earthy, hard-hitting parables and metaphors that the people of his time understood.

  He encouraged his followers not just to follow the law, but to internalize it, because only then could it change behavior. To accomplish that, Jesus taught them to pray to God for help, using a new prayer that Jesus taught as part of his spiritual discipline. If they prayed with all their heart, God would change their personalities in such a way that people would feel the same kind of love that people feel for their children, parents, siblings and best friends. As their relationship to God changed, so would their relationships with each other. You had to ask for help from God, and your ability to receive God’s love would change how you see the world, and bond you to other people who were going through the same process. Jesus’ beliefs included charity toward all people, a determination not to judge others, and an ever-present willingness humbly to ask God for guidance.

  Supposedly, this would create a new “kingdom” of believers, psychologically bonded together by a new personal relationship with God, but also animated by God’s law when it was internalized, when it was embedded in one’s personality. That was the process. But Jesus was also concerned about aggression, and had some startlingly new ideas about how to deal with it. One idea was so counter-intuitive and so radical that it probably struck some listeners as a form of insanity: Jesus said that people should pray for their enemies, and even love them. Not kill them, not retaliate against them, but pray for them and love them. Of course, you had to pray to God a lot to get into that kind of mental and emotional state, but Jesus said it was possible. This was something people hadn’t heard before.

  Most of Jesus’ teachings were inspired adaptations of Pharisaical and other concepts current in Judaism, but Jesus was selective about the themes he pursued, and expressed them in charismatic and exciting ways. Although Jesus was close to the Pharisees in both theology and temperament, he was different in one huge way: Jesus apparently believed that Jewish law couldn’t become a part of one’s personality until it was internalized, and that the Pharisees wouldn’t, or couldn’t, internalize the emotional implications of their own law. To Jesus, this meant that the Pharisees weren’t practicing what they preached. The Pharisees were mainly interested in measuring social behavior against the law, whereas Jesus, although a shrewd observer of behavior, was concerned about the way people experienced God, morality and each other psychologically.

  Jesus was a powerful speaker, skilled at reducing profound ideas to jokes, stories and parables, and was apparently one of those rare people for whom others feel an almost immediate attraction. He was, in other words, the consummate itinerant preacher, and one with a natural sense of comic timing. He was extremely quick on his feet, regularly turning the tables on those who tried to entrap him with trick questions. In the course of his ministry, Jesus challenged many prevailing cultural belief-systems of his time, especially attitudes toward women—in fact, he constantly deferred to women in ways his followers found sacrilegious. Jesus sought a spiritual revolution, and made it clear that he wasn’t preaching violent revolution like the Zealots. (After all, Jesus believed that God was coming soon to set up a kingdom of the righteous, so a human rebellion wasn’t necessary.)

  Although Jesus judged religion by its effect on behavior, he was unique in the emphasis he put on the interior rather than public dimensions of religion. This fascination with a personal relationship with God, when combined with the insistence on praying for one’s enemies, was, in a sense, a way of pleading with God to change humanity from the inside out. It was certainly a new way of dealing with human evil. Of course, Hillel and other great rabbis of that time were working along similar lines—Hillel, in particular, possessed an uncommon greatness. But in Jesus’ case, the moral precepts he taught were intended not just for achieving a good life or a just society, but as preparation for the imminent end of the world. Perhaps partly because of this, his sermons had a searing psychological intensity that made Jesus special, especially to the poor, the rejected and the socially marginalized.

  For most Jews of Jesus’ time, righteousness tended to come from the laws Yahweh had created, just as later in rabbinical Judaism it would come from debating the various interpretations of those laws. For Jesus, righteousness could paradoxically arise from forgiving the obnoxious or homicidal behavior of others. Much of the drama of the New Testament arises from the irony—and pathos—of the difference between what Jesus was saying, and what his disciples wanted to hear. It was a time of religious enthusiasm, during which Jerusalem and its environs were thronged with would-be messiahs, secret Zealots, apocalyptic preachers, shamans and itinerant wonder-working magi of every description. Jesus’ disciples very early formed an idea that Jesus was a Messiah, and quite naturally expected him to overthrow the Romans, because that’s what a Messiah was supposed to do—the Messiah was supposed to rescue the Hebrew-speaking people from their oppressors. They fully expected that Jesus would use his special powers to get rid of the cruel Roman Procurator Pontius Pilate, along with his disrespectful and sadistic troops.

  But when Jesus was arrested and hauled in front of Pilate, the Procurator of Judea, he was scorned by the Pharisees, scourged by the Roman soldiers, and crucified by the imperial state. The messianic dreams of his disciples were smashed. Their teacher, their rabbi, their Messiah, their Jesus of Nazareth, the charismatic, tireless leader that they had accompanied in their itinerant wanderings throughout the country, was tortured in public by crucifixion, which was the special punishment reserved for the worst enemies of the state and the most despicable criminals. Throughout this, Jesus lifted not a finger to save himself. There was nothing even remotely messianic about his last hours. Why didn’t Jesus use his spiritual powers to stop the Roman soldiers in their tracks? After all, he’d already used those powers to heal the sick, to raise the dead and to turn water into wine. But when the crunch time came, he did nothing, meekly allowing himself to be tortured to death before his followers’ eyes.

  For Jesus’ disciples, it was a crushing experience that overturned everything they knew about the messianic vocation. The synoptic gospels make it unmistakably clear that Jesus’ disciples had discerned an opportunity to improve themselves personally by getting in on the ground floor of the new kingdom they thought Jesus was about to set up. This is a recurring comic premise that is responsible for much of the humor in the synoptic gospels, seen clearly in the way the disciples keep arguing over the future power they’re all going to wield. One smiles at the self-serving naivety of their ambition, but it’s easy to understand why they would have seen Jesus as a political revolutionary as well as a religious one. To the Aramaic-speaking Jews of that time and place, religion was politics. God had made laws for society, righteousness came from following those laws, and the Messiah would come to defeat the enemies who threatened their religious system. It was natural for Jesus’ disciples to believe that he would kick out the Romans and set up a new regime, and that they would share in his power.

  But for Jesus, righteousness was a state in which laws were followed out of love rather than duty, and arose from a person’s relationship to God. Jesus insisted that the right relationship with God came not from the endless parsing of law against public behavior, but from a private, inner attitude based on the willingness to humble oneself. When Jesus taught people to pray for a new kingdom (“thy will be done, thy kingdom come, on earth as it is in heaven”), the words refer not to a worldly kingdom, but to a spiritual one, in which he and his followers would strive not for power, but to change the nature of power.

  They would accomplish this through radical love and forgiveness, which Jesus believed was God’s will, and which he thought God could, if asked, help people to achieve.

  Jesus’ disciples never really got it. Jesus used metaphoric and analogical language in a way that was consistently taken literally, first by his followers and then by his enemies, with tragic results for all concerned. (Interestingly, modern evangelicals who believe in the literal inerrancy of the Bible are direct ideological descendants of those disciples who misunderstood the nature of Jesus’ message.) Imagine, then, how shocked Jesus’ disciples must have been when Jesus was crucified. Instead of calling down God’s wrath on the Romans, Jesus went to his death like tens of thousands of other heretics, rebels and Jewish nationalists who had been similarly crucified. His followers went from being confreres of a Messiah to being hunted criminals.

  They were not only traumatized, but psychologically crushed. Thus it should be no surprise to us that after his death his disciples began suddenly to see him in various places, under unusual and mysterious circumstances—after all, Jesus was a man with so much personal charisma that many of them had dropped everything (that is, they had actually walked off their jobs) to follow him. They loved him as they had loved no one else. So his frightened and dispersed disciples began to see him after he was dead, and they saw him in strange and unexpected places.

  The hysterical character of these encounters is easily discerned from scriptural accounts. The disciples walk for many miles on a road with a stranger, and even eat supper with him, without realizing until later that he is Jesus. Of course, it makes no logical sense that the disciples could have walked or eaten with Jesus, a man with whom they’d spent so much time, without recognizing him immediately; but this should not be seen as literal truth but as a psychological phenomenon with great metaphoric value. Among other things, it meant that Jesus could be anybody, that kindness to strangers was actually kindness to Jesus—that feeding any hungry person was feeding Jesus. The disciples’ sightings of Jesus after his death amounted to a psychological defeat of death.

  As for the historical Jesus, the story of Jesus’ body being interred in a cemetery is surely an invention, because the Romans would never have allowed one of their condemned prisoners to be so honored. Most likely, his remains were eaten by the packs of wild dogs that roamed Jerusalem, as John Dominic Crossan has suggested. The real Jesus disappeared from history after his death, along with his earthly remains. But his disciples saw him repeatedly, or apparitions they thought were him, and in so doing, were comforted in their loss. But in being so comforted, they turned the trauma on its head. Jesus hadn’t been killed by the Romans after all. Jesus had risen! The Romans had been defeated! If Jesus returned to life after being dead for three days, that would enable the early Jesus movement to erase the stigma of the crucifixion by representing Jesus as so powerful that he could beat the rap, so to speak, outsmarting the Roman Empire at their own game. Even the Romans, with all their power, could not kill Jesus, because he had risen victorious from the grave!

  It was a giddy, life-affirming victory, but the belief in Jesus’ resurrection already contained a negative tendency. It took people one small step away from Jesus’ message, putting the emphasis on Jesus’ supernatural powers rather than the radical nature of his teachings. But it was not yet a big step, because the early church had no reason to suppress or dissimulate Jesus’ radical teachings. The revolutionary nature of Jesus’ ideas was not yet threatening because the Jesus movement had no political clout. They were merely another group of semi-indigent religious fanatics in Jerusalem, one of many such messianic groups, and probably one of the least attractive. It was easy for them to talk about loving their enemies, because they did not yet have the power to retaliate against them.
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  The second great trauma of Christianity was the mind-boggling experience of Paul of Tarsus. Paul was a Roman citizen, a tentmaker by trade, and a Hellenized Jew. Although his Judaism was fundamental and exacting, he was deeply influenced by Greek ways of thinking, and was quick to demand the rights that came with being a Roman citizen. He was, in other words, a highly civilized and active man of his time and place, and like many seminal thinkers was influenced by more than one culture. But his profound Jewish faith caused him to regard with horror certain practices that were thought harmless by the Greeks, including homosexuality—with tragic consequences for homosexuals over the next two thousand years. He was immensely conscientious, even fanatical; he possessed great physical courage; and he fearlessly examined his own life, framing his conclusions in the apocalyptic religious language of his time. He assumed others would benefit from doing the same, with a little mentoring from him. He was an incredible yenta, forever meddling and nagging his friends in his epistles, but without ever losing the big picture.

  Paul’s story began inauspiciously. He was what we would call today a security police officer, in the secret police of the ever-suspicious Roman Procurator (or Prefect), tasked with rounding up and eliminating various groups that his Roman bosses found subversive. This put him in league with the conservative Pharisees who had made their peace with the occupying Romans, and who didn’t want radical groups rocking the boat. One of Paul’s tasks was rounding up followers of Jesus of Nazareth, who were apparently meeting regularly to celebrate the rumored resurrection of their Messiah. That was enough to make them considered enemies of the state—that is, enemies of the Roman Procurator and the Roman Empire.

  This kind of Gestapo-type job must have been tremendously stressful for Paul, and it probably generated no small amount of guilt, since he was largely engaged in persecuting his own kind. The people he apprehended and sent to their deaths were fellow Jews who had joined a new sectarian group, fanatical and possibly schismatic types to be sure; but Paul had to know that they were probably harmless to the Roman Empire, since they weren’t interested in armed revolution or political power. As unpleasant as the job was, Paul characteristically threw all his energies into it, and from all accounts, including his own, he was very effective at rounding up the scattered remnants of the Jesus movement.

  These early Christians probably met death stoically, which may have impressed Paul.

  Paul was so good at getting rid of the Jesus people that he was sent to do the same thing in Damascus. Here he would continue his work of ridding the world of the followers of the crucified Jesus of Nazareth. But before he could even start rounding up the usual suspects, something astonishing happened, something that would change his life—and also change history.

  On the road to Damascus, all the guilt and stress of running a gritty police operation against his own people caught up with Paul. As he was riding along, the sky was suddenly filled with light, so bright that Paul was totally blinded.

  Paul heard a voice from above, “Paul, Paul, why do you persecute me?”

  Paul fell from his horse and lay blinded on the ground.

  “Who are you?” he managed to say.

  “I am Jesus, the man that you persecute.”

  It was the voice of the very man whose followers he was tracking down and executing. Here was payback, here was Jesus confronting him, accusing him in broad daylight, right there on the main road to Damascus. Paul wrote of “meeting” Jesus at that moment, so it is reasonable to assume that he had a visual hallucination of Jesus as well as an auditory hallucination of his voice.

  Whatever it was, it changed everything.

  Paul lay immobile on the ground, unable to see, until someone took pity on him and led him back to Jerusalem. He was blind for three days—the same amount of time that Jesus had been dead in the tomb before his resurrection. Most ironic of all, his blindness was actually cured, and his sight restored, by the healing touch of a Jesus-follower, a man who belonged to the underground sect he’d been rounding up. Providentially and somewhat eerily, Paul was during this difficult time apparently befriended by several followers of Jesus, the very group he’d been ruthlessly persecuting. He spent the next two years studying the sayings and stories associated with Jesus’ ministry, perhaps trying to figure out why Jesus had appeared to him on the road to Damascus, what it all meant, and what he should do about it.

  During that two-year period, Paul found the answer. He became himself a follower of Jesus. Believing in Jesus’ resurrection was no problem for him, because he had been accosted by Jesus in the desert; and now he prepared himself to be an activist with the new Jesus movement. With typical Pauline chutzpa, he decided to set off on a missionary trek to visit other Jesus groups, accompanied by a man named Barnabas. Their goal—which remained Paul’s goal later, as he gradually became the most important leader in the movement—was to set up cells of Jesus-followers throughout the Greek-speaking world, believers who would promulgate the new faith whose adherents he had formerly persecuted.

  This inevitably changed the Jesus message, because Paul and Jesus were two very different people. To begin with, Jesus saw himself as a Jew speaking to other Jews. True, many of his parables dealt with Samaritans and other outsiders, but he apparently aimed at changing Jewish attitudes, not founding a world religion. (In his recurring referrals to Samaritans, Jesus was an early and heroic adherent of what we would today call religious pluralism, an approach his followers would mainly ignore.) But Paul discerned an opportunity for a new faith community throughout the Greek-speaking areas of his time and place. Paul seemed at first to see the Jesus movement as a radical new form of Judaism, but as Jews showed few signs of converting in large numbers, he pragmatically opened the door to non-Jews. He would spend the rest of his life as an unpaid organizer of the early Jesus movement, checking up on the new Jesus groups and exhorting them to proper behavior, as well as bravely proselytizing for the new movement in synagogues and other semi-public places.

  Paul referred to Jesus’ teachings, but even more to Jesus’ resurrection. It would be fair to say that Paul was obsessed by Jesus’ resurrection—he had, after all, personally experienced the living Jesus on the road to Damascus, and it was the central event of his life. In being resurrected from the tomb, Jesus had demonstrated the power to defeat death, and Paul believed that Jesus’ followers would likewise be able to defeat death, and have eternal life with Jesus in heaven. He was constantly exhorting people in his epistles to die with Jesus, so they could be born again—that is, resurrected—as new people who would live forever.

  Paul and his followers developed a baptism ritual for new converts, and in this ritual the resurrection was simulated —the convert would be immersed in water, during which he “died” along with Jesus, but then rose up out of the water, “resurrected” as a new person. Only by dying with Jesus, then, could the convert be resurrected with him—not just resurrected to this life as a new person, but resurrected to eternal life, to live for all time in the New Earth that Jesus would create when he returned in glory to earth. This idea occurs constantly in the epistles of Paul, often accompanied by complicated metaphoric language about water and its supposedly miraculous and even curative powers. In these passages, Paul was clearly referring to water as a medium of baptism, which was therefore a symbol of Jesus’ resurrection from death after three days in the tomb; and when he wrote of the resurrection he also probably had in mind the three days of blindness he had suffered after being confronted by Jesus on the road to Damascus, and the miraculous return of his sight.

  Mixed in amongst these references to the resurrection was another idea— Jesus had died to redeem the world from the original sin of Adam in the Garden of Eden. Or put another way, Paul suggested that Jesus had died as a blood sacrifice, just as the Jewish people had often sacrificed animals to propitiate God. (Paul even compares Jesus to the Passover lamb, whose blood redeemed the Jews in Egypt.) By offering himself as a human sacrifice, Jesus accepts God’s punishment in our place. It is a wildly primitive idea that keeps bubbling up in the interstices between the other ideas that Paul is trying to impart, and never completely goes away.

  But while Paul mentions this idea, he clearly gives it much less importance than the emphasis on Jesus’ resurrection. The resurrection defeats the evil designs of the Romans in a most satisfying way, and prefigures the eternal life of the believer—and in the process reveals God to be a loving, healing, restorative father. The blood redemption idea was a different story. As Paul may have realized even then, allowing Jesus to suffer God’s wrath for the sins of the people suggests an entirely different cosmological atmosphere, making God seem more like a vengeful, murderous tribal chieftain than a loving father. In any case, Paul puts much more emphasis on Jesus’ resurrection than his crucifixion as redemptive and life-giving. Here is a typical passage from Paul—or somebody writing in Paul’s name—discussing Jesus’ resurrection and its power to defeat death.

  “For what I received, I passed on to you as of first importance; that Christ died for our sins according to the Scripture, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, and that he appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are living, though some have fallen asleep. Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, and last of all, he appeared to me. And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith. Then those who have fallen asleep in Christ are lost. If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than are all men.” (Italics added.)

  This comes across almost as a reckless, Pascal-like tavern wager, rather than a spiritual revelation. Paul is putting all his eggs in one basket, the basket of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead—for him, it is first and foremost Jesus’ rising from the tomb that guarantees eternal life for the believer. Only the short second clause of the first sentence refers to Jesus dying on the cross for humanity’s sins, and that is mentioned mainly in passing. This idea of blood redemption influenced the early Jesus followers, but the second—the resurrection of Jesus as the guarantor of eternal life—was clearly the most important to Paul, and therefore the most important to the early Christians who read his exhortations. This would not be changed definitively until 381 CE, when the Council of Constantinople would reverse the importance of the two ideas, and establish blood atonement as the guarantor of eternal salvation rather than the resurrection.

  Paul’s thoughts were written in the form of extremely pithy letters to small groups, and the letters were copied by hand, widely distributed and saved. Paul’s letters were practical guides to organizing a new religious sect, so he wanted the letters to be circulated to as many believers as possible. This meant that he got more of a hearing than anyone else in the early days of the Jesus movement—in fact, Paul’s epistles were circulating among believers long before written accounts of Jesus’ life. Although there was probably a compilation of Jesus’ sayings in circulation (scholars refer to it as Q), the Jesus-followers probably didn’t think it was necessary to have a written version of his life, because he was coming back soon anyway. It wasn’t until after Paul wrote his epistles that anyone thought to write a chronological narrative of Jesus’ life. By that time the politics of that historical period, not to mention the wildly inexact exigencies of time and memory, resulted in a particular kind of story which in certain respects—especially regarding Jesus’ death—was almost certainly more fiction than fact.

  Besides offering practical organizing advice, the central idea of Paul’s letters is that Jesus was executed and then came back to life. Therefore, salvation for believers comes not from Jesus’ death, but from his resurrection—and Paul, having seen the risen Jesus himself, is both witness to that miracle and a grateful recipient of its power. It is Jesus’ resurrection, and not Jesus’ death, that redeems the world from sin and guarantees eternal life to the believer. This idea would be the central and guiding concept of Christian faith until almost four centuries later, when it became an imperial religion.
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  The third big paradigm shift in Christianity occurred in 312 of the Common Era, and it, too, was traumatic. (If you’re seeing a pattern here, it’s not your imagination—Christian beliefs tended to develop in response to unexpected and violent crises, almost invariably involving organized aggression.) In the three centuries after Paul wrote his widely-circulated letters to the young churches of the Greek-speaking world, there arose within Christianity a theological free-for-all of astonishing energy and variety. What happened was the rise of many Christianities, with every group, it seemed, embracing its own belief-system, many of which were quite exotic, and all of which were somewhat different from each other. Most of them did not resemble what we would call Christianity today. This variety was not necessarily a bad thing—as a result, it was impossible for one theological group to impose its beliefs on all the other groups; and the resulting lack of unity prevented the church from becoming a temporal worldly power, with all the corruption that political power would inevitably entail. The problem was that all these different Christianities claimed to be right, and thought everybody else wrong. Jesus’ admonitions about the essential humanity of different faith communities (using the Samaritans as his prime example) were forgotten, in favor of a dangerous emphasis on theological purity.

  At the beginning of the fourth century, this chaotic situation changed. The man responsible for it was an ambitious Roman general named Constantine. He gave nominal fealty to the traditional gods of the Romans; but he also wanted a more dynamic state religion that could operate as an adhesive to bind together his disintegrating empire, which had become a collection of vastly different ethnicities. Christianity as it stood couldn’t do that, because of the many variations of Christian belief—unless some powerful individual imposed a single brand of Christianity on the young church. For that to work, one brand of Christianity would have to become the state religion, and the others would have to be banned. Christianity would not necessarily replace the older gods, but if it became a state religion, it would be given a certain ascendancy over the older pagan beliefs that would increase with time.

  This revolution in the fortunes of humanity occurred—or was set in motion—by the events of a single day in 312 CE. Constantine, who had ruled the Roman Empire’s western dominions with a combination of brutality and strategic acuity, was preparing to go into battle against Maxentius, a rival Roman general. The evening before the battle, as he lingered at Milvian Bridge near the River Tiber outside Rome, Constantine saw a cross in the sky above the words In Hoc Signo Vinces (“In This Sign, Conquer”), which he decided was a sign from the Christian God. That night he had a similar dream. His interpretation, not surprisingly, was that the Christian God approved of him personally, and also his imperial ambitions; and according to his own later accounts (and those of his hagiographer) he used this inspirational vision—and the cross as a lucky talisman—to rally his troops, who soundly defeated Maxentius. He probably would have won this battle anyway, but the wily Constantine had good reason for wanting the support of Christians, because they had grown quite numerous in Rome.

  The words In Hoc Signo later become a popular motto of the church, the letters IHS even appearing on communion wafers in the liturgical churches. (They were said to represent the first three Greek letters of Jesus’ name, but the other connotation—of defeating an enemy in battle—was widely understood to be the real meaning.) Although Constantine was an exceptionally clever and ruthless tactician, there was nothing just or noble about his cause—his bid for personal power was merely one of many that were ongoing in the Roman Empire.

  The thing that really made Constantine different was his defeat of his foe on that day in 312 CE, which resulted—along with his testimony about the fortuitous vision—in his becoming the first Christian emperor. That, in turn, made him the de facto leader of Christianity. Constantine had his rival’s head carried through the streets of Rome on a pike, something that must have horrified his wife, Fausta, since the unlucky Maxentius was her brother. But Constantine was not one to consider his wife’s sensibilities when presented with an opportunity to advertise his brutality. The days of Christianity as a mainly non-violent religious movement were coming to an end.

  From now on, Roman Emperors would increasingly wage war or conduct affairs of state in the name of the Christian God, because they saw themselves as acting out God’s will on earth. Christianity would no longer be led by idealistic, scruffy schismatic types living on the fringes of society—Christianity had become the official religion of the Roman Empire. That transformed it overnight from a movement of the lower classes into a defender of privilege and government repression. The bloodier the violence committed in the name of Christianity, the more violent its imperial theology would become.

  “In a way, this is the second-greatest story ever told,” author James Carroll has written, “at least concerning what we think of as western civilization. After the death and Resurrection of Jesus, the conversion of Constantine may have been the most implication-laden event in Western history. If we rarely think so, that is because we take utterly for granted the structures of culture, mind, politics, spirituality, and even calendar (Sunday as holiday) to which it led.” Empire and church interacted upon each other, but clearly, it was the church that changed most. “When the power of the empire became joined to the ideology of the church, the empire was immediately recast and reenergized, and the Church became an entity so different from what had preceded it as to be almost unrecognizable.”2

  Consider, for example, that up to this time Christians had mainly been pacifists. When Christians had been persecuted, they tended to accept it without complaining, since by suffering martyrdom they were able to die in the same manner as Jesus. And no single brand of Christianity had been suppressed by any other, because no single group had been powerful enough to do so. Now, however, ascendant members of the church hierarchy saw the opportunity to consolidate their theological power in the same way that Constantine sought to consolidate his temporal power. The church would use its new political clout to impose theological uniformity upon the loose amalgamation of hundreds of different sects, traditions and beliefs that constituted Christianity. Constantine, the Emperor of Rome, did not simply orchestrate this movement toward theological uniformity—he was the originator, revelator and operational director of it.

  He saw, even sooner and more clearly than many church leaders, how theological uniformity could reinforce his own political and military uniformity. He wanted to create a state church that could reinforce his own power, by promulgating a state theology enforced by the sword—all he needed was a hierarchy of Christians whose lust for power matched his own. The more conservative clergy had a theological agenda that matched Constantine’s imperial agenda, which included blood redemption—that is, salvation of humanity by Jesus’ death on the cross. Working together, the newly powerful church leaders and Constantine proceeded to set in motion a symbiotic relationship between the conservative clerical obsession with the cross, on the one hand, and organized aggression by the state on the other.

  Soon the cross was to be found on the shields of the Roman legions, who considered it good luck. (It probably reminded Germanic and Celtic soldiers of the sacred tree of their indigenous religions, which may have been one reason why Constantine liked it more than other Christian symbols such as the fish.) The belief in blood redemption, which had been steadily growing within the church hierarchy, fit well with the brutality of imperial rule, and was especially popular with Roman soldiers, whose worship of Mithras revolved around the sacrifice of a sacred bull. Indeed, the whole idea of blood atonement was perceived by people of that time as a variation on the associated themes of human sacrifice, ritual murder, sacred burial and divine resurrection that were popular with many Mediterranean people at that time, as well as with many of the conquered peoples who were being absorbed into the Roman legions and into the empire. It reminded many of the legend of Isis, and it was not unlike certain indigenous Greek and Roman myths, the pagan worship of which had already influenced Christianity, and vice versa.

  There were also a number of fantastic mystery cults at the time, most of them predicated on the theme of blood, death, sacrifice and renewal. The slaughter of gladiators in the arena was but a secular manifestation of this. In retrospect, it seems almost as though there was a kind of competition to see which version of human or animal sacrifice would become institutionalized most powerfully. Christian leaders no doubt saw the value of blood atonement as a centralizing theological belief partly because of the popularity of this theme in so many other religions in that time and place. And it accurately reflected the aggression of the new situation in which Christianity found itself. Even as the doctrine of blood atonement was promoted with increasing fervor by church fathers, there was a marked synchronicity between the doctrine and the brutal military behavior of Rome.

  Nowhere would this become more monstrous than in Christianity’s treatment of Jews, which is important for two reasons. First, anti-Semitism was without question the most violent of all Christian obsessions, lasting for more than sixteen hundred years and finally culminating in the murder of six million Jews in the twentieth century. Secondly, the growth of anti-Semitism became a reliable indicator of the corruption, aggression and brutality that now began to characterize organized Christianity. When anti-Semitism was at its height, it was then that the church engaged in unnecessary wars, state repression, loathing of women, obscurantism in ritual and belief, and sadistic cruelty on every level of government, whether imperial or monarchical. Furthermore, it was when Christian preoccupation with the crucifixion was at its height that there were most likely to be outbreaks of anti-Semitic violence. There was, in other words, a powerful relativity between the Christian understanding of blood atonement, and the likelihood of Christian violence against Jews.

  The best and most honest account of this is probably James Carroll’s Constantine’s Sword—the Church and the Jews. Carroll’s book leaves little doubt that anti-Semitism waxed and waned in general conformity with other excesses, almost invariably tending to be associated with the growing obsession of Christians with the crucifixion of Jesus, and also with the doctrine of blood redemption as being promoted by church hard-liners. The cross was becoming a central preoccupation of the church, and since “the Jews” were popularly thought to have been responsible for Jesus’ death, they began increasingly to be seen as embodying the evil that Jesus supposedly died to redeem. And the evil of “the Jews” was particularly heinous because they rejected Jesus’ gift of redemption.

  Christianity went from being around 10 percent of the Roman Empire to being the majority religion, and began to see Jews not as co-religionists, but as threatening competitors. How could the church convince the pagans to convert to Christianity, when Judaism—whose sacred prophecies Christianity was supposed to fulfill—repudiated Jesus? Out of this tension arose the poison of anti-Jewish hatred, roughly paralleling the church’s adoption of aggression and deceit as a method for ensuring its continued domination over the people in the Roman Empire. In 315, only three years after Constantine’s adoption of Christianity, proselytizing Judaism became a crime. Over the next hundred years, Christianity would develop an antagonism toward Judaism that would result in the first all-out pogrom against Jews, early in the fifth century.

  There was another way that the doctrine of blood redemption would, in an indirect and unconscious way, predispose Christians to anti-Semitism. If violence could redeem, and one person could suffer for all humanity’s sins, why couldn’t a single group of people be similarly made into a scapegoat for the sins of the world? The idea of the scapegoat, an animal that embodied the sins of the tribe, had of course preceded Christianity, but it now took on an unexpected and diabolical human dimension. The magical thinking involved in this aspect of emergent Christian theology would, on an unconscious level, prefigure the Augustinian idea that the Jews must suffer, to demonstrate God’s disapproval of their unwillingness to become Christians. If Jesus could embody all the sins of the world when he was crucified, and redeem the world through his suffering, why could not a single people—the Jews—similarly embody all the evil in the world, and perhaps experience redemption at the hands of violent Christians?
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