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 A SERIOUS WAY OF WONDERING


 





 PREFACE


 Though I’m not a churchgoer, for more than sixty years I’ve read widely in the life and teachings of Jesus; and since at least the age of nine, I’ve thought of myself as a Christian. This book comes ultimately from those beginnings, but it has a more immediate cause. An explanation will permit me a brief good memory.


 As I approach my seventieth birthday, I revert with a special frequency to scenes from early summers (fall and winter have often been grim). One of the best of those stretches was a time I spent at Harvard University when I was twenty-one. In 1954, for two months between my junior and senior years at Duke, I lived through both summer terms on the first floor of Stoughton Hall in the Yard; and I took swift and bracingly rigorous courses in modern American fiction and Victorian poetry (I also audited courses in French Impressionism and European Nationalism). Cambridge, like the other port cities of east-coast America, is a humid swamp from June into late September; but as a North Carolina native, born long before air-conditioning crazed my genetic thermostat, I was impervious and relished attending each morning’s lectures, then returning to a well-baked dormitory room, stripping to my shorts, crashing on a sodden bed and reading for unbroken blissful hours—more bookish-hours-per-day than I’ve navigated before or since. Though I’d consumed books from the first grade onward, at the age of full adulthood I was suddenly like a starved man whose only available food was words and who was steadily happy to consume them as vital, if intoxicating, fuel. My will to be a writer, which I’d shakily announced from the age of sixteen, fined its point to a durable hardness then and there (the fact that I noted Horatio Alger as a former occupant of Stoughton Hall was a cheerful help).


 So I felt a pleasing arc begin to form when, forty-six years later, the Reverend Peter Gomes asked me to deliver the next annual Francis Greenwood Peabody Lecture at Harvard’s Memorial Church. I was soon interested to learn that Peabody

 (1847-1936) had served as a Unitarian minister before returning to Harvard, his alma mater, where he distinguished himself for introducing the study of social ethics and ultimately a Department of Social Ethics (his course was known to students as “Peabo’s drainage, drunkenness, and divorce”). It seemed appropriate therefore to give the next Peabody Lecture, to what I assumed would be a largely undergraduate audience, on a subject that had long concerned me—the ethics of Jesus of Nazareth.


 I was planning to teach, soon again, a seminar which I’ve taught for a number of years at Duke University—a study of the Gospels of Mark and John—and since the final paper in that course requires each student to write an apocryphal gospel and since I’d only recently written, at the suggestion of Time magazine, a group of apocryphal scenes from the life of Jesus,* I decided to conclude my lecture with a further narrative exploration of a moment in which Jesus is confronted by an enduringly significant ethical dilemma which the four Gospels never bring before him. I’d after all spent a great part of my life as a writer of fictional and autobiographical narratives; and I knew that the act of telling a story, especially a story invented as one tells it, can sometimes become a moral discovery or (as any child knows) a private vision that approaches revelation in intensity and personal usefulness.


  


 In Cambridge then in April 2001, I was received generously by the Reverend Gomes, his Associate Minister the Reverend Dorothy Austin and the staff of the Memorial Church; and I spoke in that resonant sanctuary on a Saturday morning before an audience which included both a gratifying number of students—considering the day and the hour—and the Church’s imposing Board of Visitors. The fictional story with which I concluded is the first of the three stories included here. It not only concerned a dilemma of personal importance to me, its dilemma was—and still is—one which troubles millions and continues to torment the institutions of Christianity today. In my narrative, Jesus is confronted with homosexuality when, risen from the tomb on Easter morning, he searches for and finds Judas Iscariot, the disciple who’d handed him over to his enemies and assured his agonized death. All that remains for the burnt-out Judas to reveal is a passionate love for Jesus, a love which—foiled, he claims—led him to betray the teacher he’d followed so longingly.


 Five months after my visit to Cambridge, on 26 September 2001—two weeks after some three thousand human lives were destroyed in the World Trade Center, the Pentagon and on an airplane in Pennsylvania—I kept a commitment to speak at the National Cathedral in Washington. In the heart of that vast cavern, at a time when every famous American building seemed a dangerous place—a living organism of almost hopeless fragility—I began to speak at an evening hour which marked the commencement of Yom Kippur. As I began by noting that loaded coincidence—and remarking how earnestly we as Americans (Jew and Gentile and whoever else) needed not only to acknowledge our grief for the recent tragedy but also for the wrongs committed by our nation against others—I realized that the thousand people who sat before me were hardly present, on a weeknight, to hear me but were responding to a need to gather in sacred space. I went on to give them a further developed version of my sense of Jesus’ ethics (including, in the circumstances, a renewed conviction of his pacifism). And I added a second fictional scene in which Jesus encounters another crisis he never meets in the Gospels—suicide, a perpetual urgency in virtually all societies. The traitor Judas is determined to kill himself, and the risen Jesus is beside him in his intention.


 Since that night, and the discussion which followed with an understandably intense audience and the Cathedral’s kind and challenging staff, I’ve gone on expanding my study of a subject which I take to be perennially important. For a version which I presented as the Rudin Lecture in November 2002 at a place which has been especially welcoming on several occasions—Auburn Seminary in New York—I added a third fictional encounter in which Jesus meets, alone, a woman who not only presents him with questions which the Gospels don’t offer but likewise confronts his sense of himself in an especially daunting way. What, in a world which controls women so strenuously, is an adulterous and rejected wife and mother to do for the remainder of her life?


 In the form published here, I’ve added numerous passages of reflection, and unorthodox theology, for which I wouldn’t want any of my prior hosts, or the audiences who engaged me in probing discussion, to be held responsible. Anyone who’s read Three Gospels and the subsequent Letter to a Man in the Fire will know of my long interest in the life and work of Jesus of Nazareth—his legacy to the world and the legacy which he seized so avidly from the history, faith and scriptures of his people. Those readers will also know that I’m not a priest, a clergyman of any sort or a trained theologian. Yet I’d assure any reader that, though I’m of course subject to errors, accidents and failures of intelligence, I’ve worked to deal gravely here with such grave matters.


 Since I could hardly expect many professional scholars of the New Testament to attend those lectures; and since I hoped then—as I hope now—to reach the widest possible number of listeners and readers, I’ve offered more explanation than scholars would require and perhaps less than some readers may want. For the latter, I’ve provided occasional footnotes; and I’ve included a short list of recommended reading. Throughout, I’ve tried to indicate moments which I suspect of being new or inescapably radical.


 Though I’ve translated the Gospels of Mark and John from the Greek and published them in Three Gospels (the third is my own), all quotations from scripture are given here in the Updated New American Standard Version. While I regret that the American Standard follows the eighteenth-century habit of capitalizing nouns and pronouns referring to God and Jesus (a practice foreign to the Hebrew and Greek originals) and while it over-punctuates texts whose originals bear no punctuation whatever, it remains the most nearly literal translation of the whole Bible that’s presently both available and easily readable. Literal translation can sometimes present the reader with difficulties of understanding; but it can almost automatically—as in the King James Version—reveal the astonishing eloquence of the Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek originals. I have not reproduced the New American’s scrupulous, but visually confusing, practice of italicizing occasional (and often quite unnecessary) words added to clarify a phrase of the Greek.


 Finally, a list of the friends and colleagues whose wisdom and scholarship—going back to my childhood—lie behind my interest in these matters would be longer than the text itself. Seven friends have been of special recent help—Stephen Katz, Jonathan Uslaner, Ryan Sample, Jeffrey Anderson, Susan Moldow, and two eminent colleagues at Duke University: D. Moody Smith and David Aers. They deserve no blame for my errors and have saved me from more than one.


 R. P.


 

 





  
1.  A POSSIBLE LIFE OF JESUS


 The claim that Jesus of Nazareth is the most influential man or woman in history is hardly debatable, nor is the fact that he remains a figure of startling vitality throughout the world. Startling because the available facts make the reality all but incredible. Though he died in about the year AD 30, today some 32 percent of the world’s population—roughly 1,974,000,000 human beings—claim to be followers of Jesus. And a large share of the world’s ongoing politics, economics, art and behavior is unimaginable outside the shadow he casts. No other human being before Muhammad, who was born in about AD 570, endures with any significant fraction of the personal force that Jesus continues to exert (the Buddha’s teachings continue their power in many lives, but the facts of his life and his person seem of a lesser force for his followers).


 Jesus’ acts and his teaching have generated—among those who’ve called themselves followers—deeds of an otherwise unimaginable selflessness and creative genius as well as pulverizing evil. To note only the latest reactions to evils perpetrated throughout the world in Jesus’ name, the recent assaults by Muslim fundamentalists upon Americans and American interests are as demanding of Christian answers as they are tragic. Is some irreducible outrage implicit in the very life and words of Jesus that has not been addressed by his followers?


 For a start at least, the single saying of Jesus which—in the hands of self-blinded followers—has fueled the most tragic effects has been his final words in the Gospel of Matthew 28.18-20.


  


 

 “All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”


 


  


 The crusades of the Middle Ages, the European conquest of the Americas and the resulting slaughter and enslavement of millions of indigenous peoples and a great deal of similar Western triumphalism and murderous anti-Semitism are only the largest of those effects. And whether Jesus ever spoke such words—or what he might have intended by them—we’ll likely never know (I’ll state my own conclusion later).


 Given the vitality of his ongoing personal power, in any case, it seems inescapable that an attempt at defining the intentions and the ethics of Jesus should begin by setting out the lines of his life as they’ve been clarified in a research effort as voluminous as any in the annals of scholarship. It’s necessary to stress that the following outline offers my own deductions from a long study of that long effort. Though I might not find many scholars who’d accept my entire outline, I believe it’s solidly grounded. And I’d add that the central paradox in the study of Jesus’ life resides in the fact that, despite intense scholarly controversies in the past two centuries, the essential lines of our present knowledge were defined in the oldest of the four Gospels—that pamphlet of only some 11,300 Greek words which we call the Gospel of Mark, written in a headlong but eloquent version of the street-and-market Greek called Koine and probably completed almost surely before AD 70, within a short lifetime of Jesus’ death.


  


 The Gospel of Matthew says, and the Gospel of Luke implies, that Jesus was born in the reign of King Herod the Great; and Herod died in 4 BC. Before the long-awaited death of that wily monster then, Jesus (or Yeshua bar Miriam as he may have been called in his hometown and in his native Aramaic) was born.* (At the time of his birth, his parents were likely residing some four miles south of Jerusalem in the village of Bethlehem—the hometown of King David, who had reigned a thousand years earlier. While many students assume that the Gospels assign Jesus’ birth to Bethlehem because a prophecy in Micah 5.2 seems to require that Messiah be born there, in fact only Matthew and Luke specify Bethlehem. Mark makes no mention of the birth, and John 7.42 contains a reference to Bethlehem which may indicate John’s knowledge of Jesus’ birth in David’s native city (John has an appetite for irony which makes the reference ambiguous; but I see it as an indication that John knows of, and confirms, the tradition of Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem).


 Jesus’ mother was named Miriam, Mary in English; her husband was Yosef or Joseph, and they were the heads of an observant Jewish family that included several brothers and sisters. Apart from the tradition in Matthew and Luke that Jesus was born of a virgin mother, there are other traces of evidence that there was something peculiar about his origins. When he returns to his family’s home in the midst of his wandering career—since his birth, they’ve moved north to Galilee—the locals refer to him in Mark 6.3 as “the son of Mary,” which is odd enough (why not the customary “son of Joseph,” even if Joseph is dead by then?).


 Does the phrase suggest perhaps that, in his village, Jesus was even considered a bastard child—or at least one whose paternity was suspicious? And there seems to have been a Jewish tradition, from at least as early as the second century, which claimed that Jesus was the son of Mary by a Roman soldier named Panthera. Wherever he was born, and whoever his father, Jesus was the family’s eldest child and was reared in Nazareth, an obscure village in Galilee in the north of a backwater province which the Romans called Palestine. Galilee was administered by Herod Antipas, a son of Herod the Great and a puppet client of the Romans; and the region was ethnically varied—Jews, Greeks and Syrians, among others. As early as Isaiah 9.1, it’s called “Galilee of the Gentiles”; and in Jesus’ lifetime, Jews may have been a minority there, though that’s far from certain.


 Jesus seems to have spent his youth working with his brothers in Joseph’s construction business. The Greek word so famously translated carpenter can mean, more broadly, a builder. One early tradition says that Jesus was the family’s ironworker, therefore a blacksmith. We know little about the literacy rates of his time and place (maybe 95 percent were illiterate); but whether he was literate or not, somehow in his youth—oral memorization was a common method—Jesus acquired extensive knowledge of the sacred Hebrew texts, very likely in Aramaic translation since few Jews of his time comprehended much ancient Hebrew (how many contemporary Americans can read Chaucerian English?). He likewise found time to reflect on what he’d learned. The fact that he’s sometimes addressed in the Gospels as Rabbi may be a further indication of his ability to read.


 Given the variety of peoples and languages he likely encountered in early life, Jesus may have known some Greek and Latin; for despite the hegemony of Rome throughout the Mediterranean world, the Koine Greek which Alexander the Great had left behind in his victorious passage three centuries earlier remained the language of commerce and many forms of Roman and puppet administration. For whatever reasons, Jesus left home in early manhood—richly equipped in the traditions of his people—and walked south into the province of Judea. There Jerusalem lay with its splendid Temple, perhaps the most impressive building in the Roman empire, and the Temple’s numerous priesthood. In the nearby Jordan River, Jesus accepted a rite of ritual cleansing from an apocalyptic preacher called John the Baptizer (or Baptist or Dipper, one who dips or submerges in water). At that moment of immersion in the Jordan at the hands of John, Jesus experienced a revelation. It may not have been his first, but it seems to have been decisive. It consisted of a conviction that, then and there, the spirit of God descended upon him like a dove; and the voice of God declared that Jesus was his beloved or his only son (the Greek word can mean either).


 After a substantial period of solitary fasting in the Dead Sea desert, accompanied by intense meditation on the meaning of his baptismal experience, Jesus may have followed the Baptist until that fiery critic of Antipas was arrested. Then Jesus returned to Galilee and began circling through the towns and villages of his home district, mostly along the shores of a middle-sized lake which we call the Sea of Galilee. He announced to audiences of generally poor farmers, fishermen, craftsmen and pariahs the coming of something which many Jews had expected for centuries but which Jesus may never have clearly defined, an imminent reality which he called the Reign of God (a more precise translation than the familiar Kingdom of God ).


 Preparation for that coming called for a change of heart, what Jesus described as a turn, an about-face; for he may well have thought that the unfolding of God’s Reign would occur in a sudden cataclysmic and perhaps violent divine intervention that would separate good from bad in the human race and assign the bad to eternal punishment, the good to eternal reward. The ethic which he soon began to enunciate in his wanderings was an urgent program then for avoiding such a fate and for life in the Reign, should one be sufficiently blessed to survive its awful arrival.


 His simultaneous assertion of the love and care of God for even the most insignificant of creatures (he insistently called God Father) increasingly clashed with his warnings of a personal doom for wrongdoers. Indeed, from the start of his career, he kept company with the most despised members of his world—the tax collectors whose sticky fingers served both Herod Antipas and themselves, prostitutes, Roman soldiers, even lepers—and he promised them an extraordinary priority in the Father’s coming rule. What can the hardworking village plowman or weaver have made of such an apparent contradiction, such an apparent rejection of their hard-won diligence and daily decency? His own family thought him odd at the very least. Mark 3.21 says that they thought him literally “beside himself,” which may mean “deranged,” therefore “demon-possessed.”


 Whatever confusions may have been aroused, Jesus was apparently evenhanded in the most impressive of his early actions—the healing of many men, women and children in the throes of diseases and other physical infirmities ranging from skin ailments and seizures to blindness, paralysis and death itself. The public response to his success as a healer—a wonder-worker after all, in the absence of any reliable medical care—was so overwhelming that Mark seems to say that, early on, Jesus was ambivalent about his newly revealed powers and sometimes fled the oppressively hopeful crowds and vanished into the Galilean hills for reflection and prayer.


 If he hadn’t retreated, in any case, he’d have had few moments indeed in which to form the thoughts that surfaced in his public teaching and, above all, his parables. Was he also considering the possibility of a simple vanishing, a disappearance into some province or whole other country where this alarming new self could recede into the former village craftsman and where something like a normal human life might begin to grow? But could he have thought of settling in distant Gentile country; and could he have stanched, this early, the powers his hands were demonstrating—healing and ease for desperate people?


 In his brief span of teaching and healing, Jesus collected a small band of male, and even female, followers who attended him more closely than the inescapable crowds. His most intimate disciples, a band of twelve men, were remarkably inept and would prove shamefully disloyal to him in his arrest, trial, torture and death. He also soon earned significant enemies—both political and religious—who were offended by his apparent arrogation of the right to forgive sin, his other claims of spiritual authority (including liberties with their notions of Sabbath and dietary law) and his growing popularity with common people. Mark 3.6 tells us that, almost from the start, the enemies “began conspiring with the Herodians against Him, as to how they might destroy Him.”


 Yet even those enemies seem not to have questioned his uncanny powers as an exorcist of demons and a healer of diseases and afflictions. An exorcist, after all, might have operated with satanic, rather than godly, power; and his enemies seem to have accused him of demonic relations. None of their charges offended Jesus more. It was tantamount to denying that his powers came from the Holy Spirit, and in Mark 3.29 he called such a denial an eternally unpardonable wrong (the only such definition he gave).


 One of the best attested of his sayings is found in Matthew 11 and Luke 7. It’s elicited by a question sent him from John the Baptist—“Are You the Expected One, or shall we look for someone else?” I quote Jesus’ reply in the more economical, and therefore more striking, version in Luke 7.22-23.


  


 

 “Go and report to John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, the dead are raised up, the poor have the gospel preached to them. Blessed is He who does not take offense at Me.”


 


  


 Not only, then, did Jesus affirm the powers of healing which the Gospels report in such brief but compelling scenes; he appears also to have come, perhaps midway through his career, to accept messianic identity. He may well have kept that identity to himself for a considerable while. Then at a critical late moment, in the presence of the Twelve, he accepts his prime disciple Peter’s declaration that Jesus is “Messiah, the son of the living God,” though he warns Peter sternly to keep that knowledge secret (even the American Standard Translation unfortunately renders the word christos in Matthew 16.16, Mark 8.29 and Luke 9.20 as Christ—from the Greek word for anointed—when Peter plainly meant Messiah, from the Hebrew word for anointed. The award of the Greek name Christ to Jesus is an act of the later Jesus sect, not of Jesus’ contemporaries).


 It’s unclear what constituted Jesus’ full understanding of the identity and role of Messiah. In fact there seems to have been no generally-agreed-upon expectation of the nature of that shadowy and long-postponed figure among Jews of the first century. The prophecy in Micah 5.2 (written in the late eighth century BC) says only that from Bethlehem would come “One who will go forth for Me to be ruler in Israel.” Later messianic hopes ranged from a triumphant commander with the supernatural power to expel Roman oppression to a gifted human being who, like earlier Jewish heroes, would revive his people’s trust in the only God. In any case, Jesus had begun—perhaps in the desert withdrawal on the heels of his baptismal vision—to believe that he would perform a central role in the Reign of God, the coming of which he felt so hotly. At some point he began to think of himself as the forthcoming proprietor of that new world—a role to which he assigned another pregnant but mysterious title, first used in scripture in Daniel 7.13: Son of Man. No other speaker in the Gospels called Jesus that, and he never explained its meaning for him.


 Eventually Jesus was ready to share his conviction; and he led an especially close group of three disciples up a mountain—probably Mount Hermon, well to the north of Galilee—and there, in an inexplicable moment, the three disciples were convinced that he was changed in shape before them and that they heard a voice, which they took to be God’s, declaring Jesus to be his beloved son. They also saw, standing beside him on the mountain, Moses and Elijah—two distant but central figures in the Jewish hope for deliverance from long bondage to other powers. Soon after that moment of transfiguration, Jesus began to tell all his disciples he must die as “a ransom for many.”


 There are memorable passages in Isaiah, which may lie behind Jesus’ growing sense of a sacrificial destiny for himself. This Son of God and Son of Man would end his earthly life as a Messiah who


  


 

 … was pierced through for our transgressions,


 He was crushed for our iniquities; 


The chastening for our well-being fell upon Him. 


And by His scourging we are healed.


 Isaiah 53.5


 


  


 The fact that none of the Gospels gives the least hint that Jesus made these self-discoveries with the counsel of any other human being only adds weight to a reader’s sense of his eventual solitude and fear, then terror and abandonment. Can this potent yet poetic young man have so much as begun to foresee the price he was volunteering to pay for the rescue he meant to offer humankind? Had he made some appalling mistake, hearing voices that seemed to come from God, when perhaps his enemies were right? Perhaps, after all, he’d been no more than a po-faced pawn of the Prince of Lies; and every apparent good deed he’d done was empowered by Satan.
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