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  While no one person can grasp the truth adequately, we cannot all fail in the attempt. Each thinker makes some statement about nature, and as an individual contributes little or nothing to the inquiry. But the combination of all the conjectures results in something big . . . . It is only fair to be grateful not only to those whose views we can share, but also to those who have gone pretty far wrong in their guesses. They, too, have contributed something.




  —Aristotle




  I fiercely oppose those people who do not want Holy Writ translated into a vernacular to be read by nonspecialists; whether Christ’s teaching were so involved as to be understood by very few theologians only, or the Christian religion could be protected only if it be ignored.




  —Erasmus


  








  
Foreword





  American actors and entertainers are seldom admired for the quality of their minds. Can you name one who delves deeply into philosophy, history, religion, and politics, and who is capable of writing an autobiography and 34 other books without a ghost? The only answer is Steve Allen. One marvels at the amount of research and courage it took to write this, his 35th volume.




  Allen is a talented actor. Recall his superb portrayal of Benny Goodman in the motion picture about the band leader’s career. On Broadway, he played the lead in The Pink Elephant.




  Allen is also an accomplished pianist. Among his 40 record albums are two collector’s items from the 1950s, The Discovery of Buck Hammer and The Wild Piano of Mary Anne Jackson, that testify both to his keyboard skill and his sly sense of humor. I wonder how many jazz buffs know that the piano solos on these records were played by Allen? “Hammer’s death was a tragic loss to the world of jazz,” wrote a New York Herald Tribune critic. The experts, Allen later observed, liked his playing much better when they thought he was black and dead rather than white and alive. All the melodies played by “Miss Jackson” were composed by Steve.




  The Guinness Book of Records has called Allen America’s most prolific songwriter. Among his more than 4,000 numbers are “Picnic” (the theme song of the film based on William Inge’s play), “Gravy Waltz,” “South Rampart Street Parade,” and “This Could Be the Start of Something Big.” He has also written the scores for numerous theatrical musicals, including the 1985 television production of Alice in Wonderland.




  To the public, Allen is most admired as a brilliant ad-lib comedian and witty talk-show host, in which capacity he created and moderated the NBC Tonight Show, Steve Allen’s Comedy Hour, and PBS’s Meeting of Minds, which presented great thinkers of the past. In light of this hectic pace it is remarkable that Allen has found the time to write so many books. Dumbth (1989), his last book before this one, takes its startling title from Allen’s term for the fuzzy-mindedness of what H. L. Mencken liked to call our country’s booboisie. Half the book consists of hilarious instances of dumbth, followed by 81 suggestions on how to overcome this widespread disability.




  Allen’s political views, generally those of an anti-Marxist liberal, have prodded him into clashes—albeit good-natured—with spokesmen on both the right and left. Two notable instances are his battle by correspondence with Dalton Trumbo, Hollywood’s most famous Communist screenwriter (the letters were published in Esquire, October 1970), and his platform debate in 1963 with conservative William Buckley, Jr. I cannot resist quoting a limerick that Allen recited during the debate:




  

     There is a young man named Bill Buck-i-ly
Who debates all the liberals quite pluckily,
But when all’s said and done,
It must be just in fun,
For few are persuaded—quite luckily.







  Allen’s books range over both serious and comic nonfiction, novels, short stories, plays, and even poetry, but the book you hold is the most impressive. It is no less than a detailed, scholarly (though Steve denies he is a scholar), skillfully reasoned analysis of Scripture. No other work by an American can be likened more favorably to Thomas Paine’s classic, The Age of Reason. What press aside from Prometheus Books would have dared publish it?




  It is astonishing how few present-day conservative Christians have even heard of Paine’s explosive work. Theodore Roosevelt, as anxious as later presidents to woo conservative Christian voters, called Paine “a filthy little atheist,” seemingly unaware that Paine was a great hero of the American Revolution, tall, neat, and a Deist. Paine not only believed in God but also in life after death.




  How many conservatives, who talk constantly about restoring America’s Christian heritage, have you heard mention that Washington, John Adams, Franklin, Jefferson, and most of the other founding fathers, as well as Lincoln, were not Christians? It was Washington who insisted that no reference to God appear in the Constitution. “The government of the United States,” he declared, “is not in any sense founded on the Christian religion.” Jefferson produced a life of Jesus (still in print) from which he removed all the miracles to let the heart of Jesus’ teachings shine forth. Not one of the first seven presidents professed the Christian faith.




  Like The Age of Reason, Allen’s book is not written from the standpoint of an atheist. Again and again he reminds us that belief in God seems to him “less preposterous” than atheism. His central theme is simply this: The Old Testament’s portrait of Yahweh is too loutish and brutal to be worthy of worship by any theist who accepts the ethics of altruism or who is familiar, even marginally, with modern science and biblical criticism.




  In the two centuries since Paine wrote his book, an enormous amount of research on the Bible has been undertaken, much of it in recent decades by Catholic and Jewish scholars. Archaeologists, as well, are shedding light on what could and could not have happened during the Bronze Age, the era of the Pentateuch.




  It is Allen’s knowledge of this literature that gives his work a timeliness and persuasive power that Paine’s book or the lectures of Robert Ingersoll necessarily lack.




  William James, our most admired philosopher (he, too, was a theist), once said he could not imagine how an intelligent person could read the entire Bible and still believe it was throughout the inspired word of God. Millions of Catholics and Protestants who dutifully attend church, at least at Christmas and Easter, are almost as ignorant of the Bible as they are of the Koran or the Book of Mormon. Evangelicals and fundamentalists do study Scripture, but with minds so firmly clamped shut that they overlook or rationalize every error, absurdity, contradiction, and blasphemy with which the “Good Book” bristles.




  In midlife, with considerable agony and effort, Allen constructed a philosophy of life that departs from his strict Irish-Catholic upbringing. Unshackled at last from certain of its ancient doctrines, he found himself free to apply his analytical intelligence to particular problems rooted in Scripture. The Old Testament God, he maintains, is as far removed from the loving Heavenly Father of Jesus as is Zeus or Shiva. To find analogies with Yahweh one has to turn to the jealous, cruel, bloodthirsty gods of ancient mythologies.




  Is the God of St. Paul and the early Church much better? In some ways, yes. However, as Allen reminds us, he too is capable of inflicting unimaginable torment—not for a year, not for a century, but forever and ever—on those who are unable to perceive Jesus as God and as man’s savior, and to believe that God raised him from the dead. At least Jesus reserved Hell for the rich and wicked. But Paul’s God requires for salvation only a “rebirth” based on faith. The worst criminals, if they properly alter their beliefs an hour before they die, will go straight to Paradise, while persons of great goodness, if they cannot accept the Gospels, are destined for the flames. Has not that biblical “authority,” Jimmy Swaggart, assured us that even Mother Theresa and most Catholic priests are on the road to damnation?


  

  Allen puts it succinctly:




  

     The proposition that the entire human race—consisting of enormous hordes of humanity—would be placed seriously in danger of a fiery eternity characterized by unspeakable torments purely because a man disobeyed a deity by eating a piece of fruit offered him by his wife is inherently incredible.







  Would any Christian believe such a tale if it were found in, say, an old Hindu document? Is it any less preposterous an explanation of human evil than the Greek myth about Pandora’s box?




  Repenting that he had ever created humanity, Yahweh—if we take Genesis as accurate history–once drowned every man, woman, and child, not to mention innocent land animals, except for Noah’s family and the few animals saved by Noah. Dinosaurs, presumably, were too big to go on the Ark, but Noah would not have known about them and many other species.




  Yahweh was a god who ordered Moses to slay entire tribes except for the virgin girls kept as slaves. He was a god who allegedly became so furious over the failure of Moses’ nephews to mix incense properly for an animal sacrifice that, like Zeus, he struck them dead with lightning bolts. It was Yahweh who commanded Abraham to murder his son, Isaac. How many fundamentalists, I wonder, ever asked themselves how Abraham, a mere mortal, could have been certain he had heard God’s voice and not the voice of Satan? Curiously, the Koran’s overall portrait of Abraham is a much saner and thoroughly admirable patriarch.




  Jesus urged us to love our enemies. Yahweh taught his chosen people to hate their enemies. Remember the lovely beginning of Psalm 137? “By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea we wept when we remembered Zion.” The same psalm, Allen reminds us, ends: “Happy shall he be that taketh and dasheth thy [the enemy’s] little ones against the stones.”




  Our political leaders are shameless in their efforts to curry conservative Christian support. Richard Nixon liked to recall how as a boy he was born-again at a revival meeting, but he lied to the American people and when he golfed with his “good friend” Billy Graham, he carefully suppressed the four-letter profanity we would hear on the Watergate tapes. Dwight Eisenhower never went to church until he entered the White House. John Kennedy lost his faith as a young man and was a notorious adulterer, but he never stopped going to Mass, because Catholics will vote for Protestants but never for ex-Catholics. Ronald Reagan, although no fundamentalist, nevertheless urged that creationism be taught in public schools and warned that Armageddon may be imminent! As president, however, he never went to church, a fact that never seemed to bother his fans.




  George Bush is a lifelong Episcopalian, but these days an Episcopalian, like a Catholic or mainline Protestant, can be a liberal without the slightest interest in traditional doctrines. We know how Bush stands on taxes and broccoli. Does he believe Jesus was born to a virgin? If not, you can be sure he will never tell us. Who knows whether Dan Quayle, Mario Cuomo, or any other political leader who professes to be a Christian believes in the inerrancy of the Bible? A reporter today can ask a politician if he or she ever took drugs or committed adultery, but to ask whether he honors or ignores any fundamental Christian doctrine would be considered bad taste.




  On May 12, 1990, Bush delivered the convocation address at Jerry Falwell’s Liberty University, a college where students are taught that evolution is a theory inspired by Satan and that very soon the faithful will be “raptured”caught up in the air to be with Jesus. Bush and his handlers know that Falwell is our country’s top basher of homosexuals, with political and social views to the right of William F. Buckley and Pat Buchanan, but pleasing fundamentalists is more important to his advisers than pleasing some of the rest of us. Is it possible that one reason Bush picked Quayle for vice-president is that Quayle and his wife were once under the influence of Houston’s fundamentalist preacher Robert Thieme, Jr., whose political views are even to the right of Falwell?




  Falwell’s Moral Majority was ominous enough, but far more menacing is the Reconstructionist movement that Allen touches on in his Introduction. Consider this passage from Leviticus: “If a man also lie with mankind, as he lieth with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination: they shall surely be put to death. . . .” (20:13).




  Some Reconstructionist gurus maintain that this command still holds. In a future theocracy, which they would like to establish, any gay who practices his or her sexual orientation should be executed; the same goes for adulterers. Fortunately, Reconstructionists now number less than a thousand, but who can say whether their depraved doctrines will spread among the ignorant or fade like the adolescent dreams of Jim and Tammy Bakker? It was because of just such instances of spreading malignancy that Allen decided to publish his book now rather than posthumously.




  Will the book have any effect on the rising fundamentalist tide? Allen is not optimistic:




  

     The fundamentalists, of course, are caught in a trap from which there is no escape, except that of abandoning at least the more absurd of their arguments. If we start with the unquestioned assumption that there is a God and that he is, by definition, good, then it inescapably follows that the countless atrocities attributed to him in the Old Testament are not only lies, but insulting lies at that. Since this is something the fundamentalist cannot even consider, much less concede, they are, as I say, trapped in an intellectual prison from which there is not the slightest possibility of escape. Their greatest anger, alas, is reserved for those who would do them the great service of freeing them from their prison.







  I have no doubt about the resentment this book will arouse. It will not surprise me to hear that some congregations plan to burn it, as they once burned Paine’s Age of Reason and as in still earlier times their fanatical counterparts tortured and burned heretics and witches. But here and there, one dares to hope, people will have the courage to study all of this book’s well-reasoned arguments with at least half an open mind. Perhaps it will send them to the Bible to find out for themselves whether every absurdity and horror Allen refers to is really there. It may even lead a few away from their narrow biblicism and back to God.




  Martin Gardner
May 1990
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Introduction





  Recently, while studying John Dart’s The Laughing Savior (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1976), it occurred to me that its opening paragraph suggested a perfect introductory statement for the book the reader holds in his hands. Dart explains that his work as religious writer (in this instance with the Los Angeles Times) led him “specifically to the dramatic, yet little known story of the Nag Hammadi gnostic library.”




  He is quite right that the story of the Nag Hammadi discoveries is a fascinating one that deserves to be better known. I think the same is true of another remarkable collection of ancient religious documents. I announce my intention, therefore, to relate the dramatic, yet still little-known story of nothing less than the Bible itself.




  It might be objected that, inasmuch as the Bible is the best-known collection of books in history, it can hardly be described as little-known. But, having devoted many years of study to the matter, I am convinced that despite its popularity and influence, it is an imperfectly known work indeed, so far as the greater number of Christians and Jews is concerned.




  The Scriptures have been referred to, quoted from, and applied to broad social issues and private problems for perhaps 2,500 years, but for all of that, the degree of common ignorance about them, even among the devout, is vast.




  This assertion will hardly surprise Catholic readers, since members of that communion have for centuries been generally unfamiliar with most of the scriptural texts. It might be thought, by way of contrast, that Protestants are exempt from this observation. They are not. Many of them have done a good deal of reading of the Bible. But there is an enormous gulf between reading something and having an adequate understanding of it.




  Part of the problem is that the majority of those who take time to give extended attention to the Bible bear a burden of preconceptions and prejudices. I imply no condemnation by this remark. The very fact that the great majority of serious Scripture readers, students, and even scholars are already firmly convinced Christians or Jews makes it almost impossible for them, except in rare instances, to bring to their study the sort of dispassionate analysis and open-minded critical understanding essential to true scholarship.




  Another striking and inescapable factor is that there has been a steady weakening of confidence in specific religious positions as a result of the worldwide increase in human knowledge generally. It by no means follows that this process will suddenly end, at some future point, in the total absence of religious belief, but the phenomenon and its direction must nevertheless be recognized.




  It is, of course, possible to argue that this general process is beneficial for religion, because it tends to purify it of superstitious and irrational elements, leaving a more reasonable, inspiring remainder. From the fundamentalist position, however, the astonishing increase in scientific knowledge over the past three hundred years has been viewed with alarm and hostility. This is not to say that religious conservatives close their minds totally to the accretion of scientific evidence, but such information as seems to have even a remote possibility of coming into conflict with long-cherished religious or philosophical assumptions is unlikely to be approached by such believers with any degree of open-mindedness. The conservative approach to new findings commonly reflects at once fear that yet one more defensive bastion will have to be abandoned and hope that the new fallback position will somehow still resemble the old faith.




  I had been involved in my study for a very short time when it became clear that the degree of certain knowledge modem men and women can have about any ancient religious document is exceedingly modest. Among the reasons is that we make certain selections and interpretations from the massive volume of material available to us. We then classify our own selections as truth on the basis of our conditioning, or else take many matters on faith when knowledge fails us.




  Let a dozen people walk into a room they have never seen before. The eyes of one are immediately drawn to wallpapers, of another to paintings, of another to musical instruments, of another to the view through a window, and so on. The room is the same for all, but each perceives it from different interests and each brings to the moment of observation a unique lifetime of experience. The old story of “The Blind Men and the Elephant” shows this clearly.




  Obviously this is true a thousand times over about a massive collection of ancient writings, many passages of which are capable of more than one interpretation.




  Another difficulty exists in our fundamental weakness in remembering, unaided, over periods of time, any statements that consist of more than a few words. If the reader doubts this, he may satisfy himself with a simple experiment. Let him compose a sentence consisting of, say, 30 words. He must write the sentence down, since—as he will shortly perceive—he will not be able to accurately remember it for long unless he does so, and even then will find that he has to refer frequently to his notes to see if his recollection is correct.




  The second stage of the experiment involves nothing more than reading the sentence aloud to a second person, who must thereafter write the sentence down, as accurately as possible, and then read it privately to a third. The process is then repeated through eight more steps. The tenth person in the chain of communication, after writing his version on a piece of paper, reads it aloud. It will be a very unusual instance if the tenth version includes very many words from the original.




  No one denies that there are no original texts of any part of the Scriptures, as there are, for example, Akkadian cuneiform inscriptions of the Mesopotamian Flood Story or the parchment manuscript of the Declaration of Independence.




  All scholars have to work with are copies of copies, and these are chiefly translations from the original Hebrew or Greek. Occasionally, and most fortunately, a handwritten version of some portion of Scripture is discovered, but it is never claimed that such documents are originals. The original texts were generally written centuries before the copies whose discovery has excited archaeologists and biblical historians.




  To sum up: Given the absence of first drafts, plus the notorious weakness of the human memory and powers of communication, it follows that the Bible could not possibly be a strikingly reliable record of any event or statement whatever, unless God intervened.




  But the devout, alas, will not long find refuge in this alternative, for the Bible, far from being the sort of clear, bedrock exposition we should expect if God were its author, is in reality the cause of endless controversy, not only among poorly informed laymen, whom we would expect might become lost in its vast depths, but even among scholars, who spend a good part of their adult lives in an attempt to reason their way through the words and ideas the Scriptures present.




  Although I set down these sobering observations for the reader’s consideration, they do not represent the bias with which I originally approached my research. Rather, they gradually became clear over the course of years of painstaking reading, analysis, and consultation of sophisticated scholarship.




  So confusing a documentary record is the Bible that scarcely any question one might raise about it can be answered to the satisfaction of all believers, much less the world’s two billion or more nonbelievers in Judaism and Christianity. It is all but impossible to establish the makeup of the Bible, the Protestants asserting it consists of 66 books, the Eastern Orthodox of 43, and the Catholics of 73.




  The reader who looks for order in the Bible is doomed to frustration and disappointment. To give but one illustration: Consider Judaism’s traditional division of its Hebrew canon into three categories—Torah (Instruction or Law), Nevi’im (Prophets), and Ketuvim (Writings). The section called the Prophets concerns a good many people who were not prophets.




  At my present age of 68, having the resources of leisure, a vast library, and a serious interest in the question as to whether the Bible is in fact what it has been represented to be for 2,000 years—i.e., the totally straightforward, literal word of God—I have undertaken a study of a fascinating question. I have been prepared to follow the evidence where it may lead and am equally disposed to acknowledge the scholarship and goodwill of authorities on each side of any question.




  It is misleading, of course, to suggest that a fair-minded study of the Bible must incline one to decide between only two alternatives. As the multiplicity of Christian churches and sects makes clear, there are various points of view we might take about the integrity and divine inspiration of the Old and New Testaments. Nevertheless, there is one sense in which we may view two alternatives: either the Bible is—in whole or in part—divinely inspired or it is nothing of the sort. If the latter is true, then scripture is merely an imposing and valuable literary collection of ancient narrative, myth, legend, superstition, poetry, song, and religious codification. Ultimately, no reasonable person can stand with one leg in each camp.




  Analysis is a time-consuming and exacting task. When the object of analysis is something so complex as an entire library, the difficulties are greatly increased. Again, there is not one but different versions of Scripture, each a large collection of separate books, some of which are excluded from other versions. One reason there is no one Bible is that a universally recognized authority would be required to identify it. No such authority is recognized by all branches of Judaism and Christianity.




  In presenting my findings and views, I must beg the patience of scholars, to whom many of the questions raised here will already be familiar but which, in any event, have by no means been resolved to the satisfaction of everyone. No doubt a good many of the observations I make will have previously occurred to some specialists. The justification for their inclusion is that the present work is intended for the average reader who, by and large, will have done no critical thinking about or research on the Scriptures.




  I want to put all possible cards on the table at the outset. A brief word is in order about the social biases and prejudices I have brought to this study. I am a product of the Catholic communion, having been a member until an automatic excommunication when I married a second time, in my early 30s. Having written at length elsewhere about the philosophical transition these experiences led to, I will not detain the reader with additional details. But I should point out that my leaving the Catholic church has not led to a fierce hatred of my former spiritual home, such as has been seen in so many emigres from the church over recent centuries.




  Quite to the contrary, I have not only been accorded cordial, even affectionate, treatment by individual priests and nuns but have even from time to time lectured or entertained under formal Catholic auspices.




  For about a dozen years my wife Jayne and I frequently attended the Bel Air Presbyterian Church in Los Angeles, where we were given a warm reception and developed deep respect for the many dedicated people we met there. Our first connection with this church came about because, having both been products of a Christian upbringing (Jayne’s father was an Episcopalian minister and missionary to China), we agreed that our son Bill should have the benefits of the sort of moral training available in the Bel Air Presbyterian community, chosen because we lived nearby.




  As a result of this background, I began with more of a sympathetic understanding of religious tradition than with any natural antipathy toward it.




  I must also be honest enough, however, to state that from my mid-20s I began to have certain doubts about one aspect or another of the Catholic and/or Christian teachings and record. I do not refer here only to the obvious atrocities found in Christian history, of which there are more than enough to gratify the prejudice of the antireligious and to shame all decent Christians.




  Nor did learning of the vulgar, sinful, corrupt, or warlike behavior of certain popes weaken my faith. The troubling questions arose from one source only: my intellect. To the extent that one has some respect for the rules of evidence, one cannot ignore those moments when a biblically based religious opinion comes into flat contradiction with either factual evidence or logical reasoning.




  I suspect that, although there is little public acknowledgment of such private doubts and questions, the great majority of religious believers experience them at one time or another. One particular book, which I read in my late 30s, comes to mind as regards the kinds of religious disputes to which philosophical doubts have given rise. Titled A History of the Warfare of Science with Theology in Christendom (1896), it was written by Andrew White, the first president of Cornell University. It is by no means one of those unpleasant antireligious diatribes, nor is it the sort of more dignified but still heated attack upon organized religion for which certain freethinkers such as Thomas Paine or Ralph Ingersoll have been noted. It is, rather, a scholarly and fair-minded survey of a long list of specific instances in which science, intent only upon its own interests, came into conflict with religion, simultaneously intent upon its concerns.




  It is almost as if two men of goodwill happened to bump into each other at a dark intersection while each was lost in his own speculation. The controversy, in other words, was by no means always sought; frequently there were conscious efforts to avoid it, but, of course, certain controversies, including those that are the most historically important, cannot be long avoided. In any event, as I read White’s fascinating and soundly documented account, something quite remarkable, and at first disturbing, became clear. In every single instance where churchmen placed themselves squarely athwart the path of science, as regards a particularly knotty question, the religious forces were eventually defeated for the very sound reason that they were wrong.




  It is hard to convey the profound importance this simple perception assumed in my mind. It led to the realization that while there is certainly a great deal of understandable controversy as to which religious views did or did not emanate personally and directly from God, the same confusion by no means prevails among the sciences. This is certainly not to say that all science is one solid body of opinion untroubled by argument. But scientific questions are not settled by debate, by democratic vote, by fiat of an infallible leader, or indeed by any means other than the inescapable verdict of factual evidence. And even then, strictly speaking, scientific views are said to have only a high degree of probability rather than absolute certainty, even though mountains of evidence and testing may support a given assertion.




  By striking contrast, in the field of religion, where nobody tries to prove anything scientifically, a good many assumptions have been accepted as unquestionable.




  Of all the embarrassing errors the church has made over the centuries, surely one of the most serious has been its frequent calumny of science.




  For analytical convenience, we often treat as separate things which, in physical reality, are merged together. We tend, for example, to refer to nature and science as if they were two distinct things. Actually, the raw materials with which science works are the very phenomena that constitute nature. Though eventually we may distill scientific information and express it in abstract terms, it is encountered in a natural condition. Science deals not simply with mathematical symbols and laws but also with plants, with water, with all forms of animal life including the human, with sunsets, clouds, the daily birth and death of billions of living creatures, the flight of birds, the hunger of the shark, the jungle disguise of the tiger—with, in short, the only reality of which we can have any certain knowledge.




  Those fundamentalist religious believers, therefore, who speak contemptuously of science as if they were merely expressing a political or social preference, reveal an astonishing insensitivity to the very world that they tell us God created. Granting, then, our prior assumption of a Creator, anyone who criticizes real science is in a direct sense criticizing God.




  Parenthetically, most of the distinguished scientists of earlier centuries were not atheists, and a considerable portion were Christians. Newton was a believer, as were Galileo and Pascal. It is true that they often found themselves in philosophical conflict with the conservative orthodoxy of their day and that their religion was a very personal and unique thing. It is also true that they were, however intellectually gifted, products of their culture, one overwhelmingly dominated by Christian views.




  It is not the purpose of this work to undertake something to which a library itself would be unequal, a survey of the totality of religious debate and dialogue over the past 2,000—or even 200’years. I limit the scope of the present investigation to the Bible alone, not unmindful that that in itself is a formidable undertaking and one which has troubled gifted scholars. Most scholars have devoted their entire adult lives to their investigations and know many languages, while I have conducted my studies as I was engaged in performing and in writing books, scripts, and songs.




  But just as wars are too important to be left solely to generals, Bible study is far too important to be left to Christian apologists. There must be something to which a well-intentioned person of average intelligence can address himself or herself, and concerning which he or she can draw at least tentative conclusions.




  A Word to Believers. During many years as a churchgoer I often heard or read Catholic or Protestant commentaries strongly critical of atheists or other persons who, it was said, “hated God.” Only later did I come to realize that an atheist does not hate God; he simply is one who is unable to believe that a God exists. However, at that earlier time I embraced the implication that anyone who wrote critically of God would be intellectually depraved indeed. The strange thing is that it is not the atheists (many of them respected scientists, scholars, and philosophers) who have committed this offense. Rather, it is the mostly unknown authors of the Old Testament, who have, unwittingly or not, attributed to God hundreds of crimes as bad as, if not sometimes worse than, some of the enormities committed by humans.




  In my first and second years of high school I attended two Catholic institutions, at both of which I was quite casually taught that while it was no longer necessary to believe that “six days” of creation in Genesis meant six 24-hour periods, one could nevertheless only go so far in interpreting the word day to mean year or geological period. Apparently many instructors were not themselves aware that the highest Catholic scholarship had already long conceded, as Jean Levie states in The Bible, Word of God in Words of Men (New York: Kennedy, 1961), that “this was a naive speculation which could not be upheld for long.”




  Even the esteemed Father Levie, however, and the many distinguished scholars whose work he represents, are unable to avoid all the traps into which the basic assumptions of their dogmatic theology inevitably led them.




 

    The repulses suffered in these fields had, like the unfortunate condemnation of Galileo, a fortunate result: Catholics began to understand that the Bible had not been written to anticipate the progress of science but to lead man to eternal salvation. And Leo XIII [1878–1903], in the Encyclical Providentissimus, laid down clearly that the Bible did not claim to give expression to a scientific explanation of the universe but to a judgment based on appearances as they are manifested to our human senses.







  I recommend that the reader study this passage. One ought not to be misled by Father Levie’s graceful and dignified language. What is important is that the passage contains an absolutely shattering concession: that the account of creation in Genesis cannot be squared with science—whatever the word day is taken to mean—and that furthermore it is a mistake and a waste of time to attempt to establish any such concordance.




  Pope Leo’s announcement should have been heralded on the first page of every important newspaper. How dare, one must ask, the best Christian scholarship make such concessions (the Pope himself going so far as to create a special encyclical) without the remarkable news having been transmitted to the hundreds of millions of the faithful? Why was I, during all my years of loyal residence in the Catholic world, never informed of this dramatic deviation from a theological view that had been sternly maintained for centuries?




  The fact that such messages still have not been successfully transmitted is one reason why I trouble myself to publish the present volume. There is no reason the Catholic faithful should feel obliged to attend to my own views on matters biblical since I am without academic credentials. But Catholics, as such, have no right to ignore the views of popes and major theologians on such questions.




  To sum up: The ancient debate concerning the question as to whether the Bible can contain any scientific error is over and done with. It has been firmly settled that not only can the Bible contain error but it contains a good deal of it, if it is interpreted literally.




  Rigid insistence on literalist interpretations of the Bible, incidentally, has probably done more to encourage religious apathy, agnosticism, and atheism than the writings of atheistic scholars, few of whom, in any event, have ever been read by the masses of Christians or Jews.




  What about historical error? The same is true. Observes Levie,




 

    Religious respect for the Bible had habituated many minds readily enough to attribute a more definite, more certain historical value to the data provided by it than to the records of history or of archaeology. Traditional Biblical chronology, fixing creation in 4004 B.C., was still regarded by many as beyond doubt.







  The scholars prepared to abandon literalist nonsense about the Bible are familiar with the archaeological records of peoples who flourished in various parts of the world many thousands of years prior to 4000 B.C., as well as the geological record, which, of course, pushes the time-line back millions of years.




  Many distinguished Catholic scholars led the church out of the darkness from which it had originated and grown, but only at the cost of throwing overboard a great many opinions which had been firmly held for centuries.




  Again, to the extent that my personal biases may be of the slightest interest, it would be perfectly all right with me if Jesus himself were to enter my study and say, “Look here. It’s been good of you to trouble yourself to this extent but I propose to save you some time. There is indeed a God, as I shall prove in a moment by lifting your house seventeen feet above the ground and twirling it about three times. Oh, and by the way, I did indeed author every word of the Bible, including all its errors and absurdities. Don’t ask me why.”




  At which I should answer, “So be it. And thank you, Lord, for saving me further trouble and doubt.”




  But in the absence of such an unlikely event, I have no personal knowledge that God authorized every verse of the Bible. We do, however, know that, if he exists, then it was he who implanted in my brain the capacity to reason, and I would be foolish indeed were I not to scrutinize any and all evidence that comes before me. If it is proper to do so about ordinary things so that one may not drink poison, walk into brick walls, buy shoddy merchandise, and so forth, it is equally as sensible to take care lest one be harmed by false intellectual or spiritual nourishment. I should have grave reservations about accepting the advice of anyone who would not say the same.




  A Word to Nonbelievers. Many atheists, agnostics, freethinkers, Secular Humanists, and other critics of organized religion have made the mistake of assuming that since some aspects of Judeo-Christian belief seem preposterous to them, they must also seem so to most defenders. Therefore, it is reasoned that the latter are brazen hypocrites pretending to have faith in a philosophy that they do not in fact respect.




  That Christianity and Judaism on the one hand and hypocrisy on the other are not mutually exclusive is, alas, all too well-established, but I believe that the majority of believers are sincerely convinced of the general reasonableness of their own versions of a faith.




  I have known many priests, a category that old-style rationalists believed contained schemers, connivers, and hypocrites. Undoubtedly a few were—and still are—but the majority are nothing of the sort. Many that I have known have been dear men, hard-working, poorly rewarded for their labors, and certainly virtuous. The Protestant ministers I have known, including my own father-in-law, are the same. They have not taken an easy path in life; they carry the burdens of many on their shoulders; and I, for one, find them admirable. Many missionaries among them are often truly heroic in their selflessness. It would be hard to convince anyone who has seen missionaries in action in Latin American or African villages that these dedicated men and women are cynical manipulators.




  To sum up: It is by no means necessary to presuppose hypocrisy on the part of ministers, priests, and rabbis. If they were deluded or conniving, they would be far less formidable opponents to those who differ with them. It is not their cynicism that provides their strength, it is their faith; the point is the same whether they are generally correct or very largely mistaken in their views.




  Although most clergymen today, in my opinion, are superior, rather than inferior, to the average citizen so far as moral behavior is concerned, it does not, alas, follow that they will always debate charitably when their views are challenged. Each of us has an emotional investment in opinions considered important; certain kinds of emotions, springing from mysteriously deep wells, rise when one’s spiritual assumptions are questioned.




  The Assumption of God’s Existence. Those rationalists and humanists who are also atheists may be displeased that in constructing the present study I have simply assumed the existence of God rather than subjecting it, too, to the same critical analysis devoted to other questions that float up out of the biblical text. As I have observed elsewhere, both the existence and nonexistence of God seem in some respects preposterous. I accept the probability that there is some kind of divine force, however, because that appears to me the least preposterous assumption of the two.




  Scriptural Quotations in This Study. As Bible scholars will note, I have not restricted myself to one source for scriptural quotations. Roughly half of the present manuscript was written in various hotel rooms across the country; the Scriptures quoted in those portions are taken from the Gideon Bibles left on nightstands and bureaus. Other Bibles were from my own bookshelves or the libraries of friends, selected quite at random.




  Only one sort of work has been consciously excluded: modern renditions such as the Good News Bible or the Living Bible. These, despite their obvious merits, present renderings of Scripture that will fall strangely on most ears. I have consulted only English translations.




  Justification for the Present Study. It was my original intention to publish the result of my studies and speculations posthumously, but I have decided to permit the publication of at least the first volume of what may ultimately be a much longer report because an element of urgency has entered the public dialogue that was not present at the outset.




  Because of the constitutional freedoms wisely established by our nation’s founding fathers, Americans are at liberty to hold any religious beliefs at all, or none whatever. But there is a negative aspect to this, as there always is in the context of freedom. Along with beautiful, inspiring, uplifting, and morally instructive beliefs that flourish in such a climate, there will inevitably be a certain amount of destructive, superstitious nonsense preached.




  Many of our nation’s fundamentalist Christians, who, by and large, believe that the Bible is reliable as history and science, are no longer content with teaching their freely gathered congregations their theology and publishing their views, which they have every right to do. But just as my freedom to swing my arms about stops at the point of another’s nose, so the freedom to preach unscientific superstition deserves to be limited when it attempts to impose itself on those who have not requested it and who may, in fact, hold contrary religious opinions, or none at all.




  When, for example, America’s fundamentalist believers in the inerrancy of the Bible insist on having historical and scientific errors taught in our nation’s public schools, then they must be opposed by all legal means. That is a reason I have decided to delay publication of my views no longer.




  When it becomes clear to even reasonably well-educated believers that the earth and all the rest of the vast physical universe cannot possibly be just a few thousand years old, as many fundamentalist Christians continue to insist, there is some danger that they will simply abandon their religious beliefs on the assumption that they have been sold a dangerously defective bill of goods. A careful reading of my argument will demonstrate that it is perfectly possible to continue to believe in God—and even one specific form of religious philosophy or another—while at the same time jettisoning beliefs about the factual nature of material intended as mythical illustration of philosophical or moral lessons.




  One reason it is important to publish such a study at present is that the Christian conservative movement of the 1980s clearly requires commentary. For the preceding half-century progressive forces in the Protestant community were dominant in American life. This state of affairs had come about as the result of the long erosion of certain bedrock conservative beliefs, from dramatically increasing knowledge in the fields of archaeology, literary scholarship, astronomy, physics, geology, biology, and history. The conservative resurgence was the inevitable reaction, although the assorted excesses and mistakes of both Western liberalism and Marxism also played a role.




  Before fundamentalist critics respond to this study, I want to make clear that by far the majority of my sources have been the studies of devout Christian and Jewish scholars. The best and most responsible religious scholars know that, despite the Bible’s many treasures and enormous importance, it cannot be considered a perfect document, since too many imperfect human hands have been involved in its creation over many centuries.




  Many clergymen are aware of the results of responsible critical analysis of the scriptural text. Even so, there have been few attempts to communicate the results of such brilliant analytical work to the ordinary faithful, those who do not read scholarly biblical journals. Therefore, not surprisingly, we now have a situation where the majority of Christians in the United States have a level of understanding of Scripture for which there might have been an excuse a century ago but for which there can be no defensible justification at present.




  I have the clear impression, however, that a new day of biblical criticism has dawned, one likely to bring increased benefits to “both” sides. As noted earlier, there are many, not just two, interested camps, and within the individual groups there are various shades of opinion.




  It is encouraging to note that Evangelicals, who a few generations ago were distinguished largely by their shallow and unlearned argumentation, have largely rectified that, and their scholars now present arguments that deserve to be responsibly engaged.




  Unfortunately, there is one party to the debate in the U.S. that has, in a large, statistically measurable way, substantially abandoned the field. That is the enormous body of the Christian laity. There was never, needless to say, a time when the great majority were truly knowledgeable about Scripture, but whatever the high-water mark of popular biblical awareness was, the soundings at present reveal a much lower level. As noted earlier, Bibles continue to sell in great numbers, but for some people they seem to be used in the same way others employ Tarot cards or astrological charts. Even those who attend Bible classes are almost invariably told what —not how—to think about Scripture.




  To position the present modest effort in a larger setting: I would hope to interest the average reader, whatever his or her background or biases, in a greater, more analytical study of Scripture, in all its parts. This last qualification is of crucial importance, for no one has ever denied that there are certain passages of Scripture that emanate sweetness, light, and comfort.




  But, surely, even the most devout believers cannot responsibly argue that it is either reasonable or fair to place so much emphasis on the comfortable and lovely portions of the Bible and to ignore the far more numerous passages in which not comfort and encouragement but terror, moral revulsion, and puzzlement are perfectly reasonable reactions.




  Despite what I have said, the question may again present itself: Given that books with a thousand and one points of view about the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures have been written during recent centuries, is there any particular reason, at present, why one more volume should be added to such an extensive library? Indeed there is.




  To understand that reason, a few factors must be considered. First of all, if there is anything on which social critics and philosophers of all camps are firmly agreed it is that modern society is in an intolerable state of disarray. General conditions involving political corruption, sexual excess, criminality, funding of military terror, fmancial greed, and an overriding selfishness are nothing new. The Old Testament itself is full of dire descriptions of them. But, to limit our analysis only to the American scene of, say, the last 100 years, no one denies that there is serious cause for concern. The relevant debate, then, concerns the question as to which, among many proposed solutions, are reasonable and practical. Although many readers may be unfamiliar with such realities, the fact is that a growing number of Christians, and a few Jews, are presently recommending a general solution that, whatever its assorted merits, would inevitably involve throwing overboard the American system as it has long been known.




  I am not exaggerating. One component of the American formula embodies the notion that the proper basis for the authority of government is the consent of the governed, which is to say the will of the majority. However, certain rights of the minority are also guaranteed. No one has ever imagined that such a system is perfect. Despite democracy’s flaws, the overwhelming majority of the population of democracies around the world (and no doubt repressed populations living under other systems) prefer this system.




  Christian Reconstructionism. I believe it is the imposition of a dictatorship that increasing numbers on the Christian Right now wish to construct in the United States.




  I refer specifically to a group of believers who call themselves Christian Reconstructionists. Some harmful organizations, throughout history, have disguised their basic agenda while in the process of appealing to a broad base of support. The Reconstructionists are quite frank about their social prescriptions. They believe that Christianity should be the official religion of the United States and that American laws should be specifically Christian.




  As Bill Moyers put it, in a fascinating and strangely ignored program aired on public television December 23rd, 1987:




  

     The Reconstructionists would want to invent America all over again, with the Bible as its primary charter, and Washington, D.C., as a new kind of government where God’s will is done on earth as it is in heaven . . . [they want] every institution of society for Jesus Christ. Their leaders include learned scholars, articulate speakers, and prolific writers. They represent a cross-section of faiths. They disagree on many things, but on this they agree: every area of American life, law, medicine, media, the arts, business, education, and finally the civil government must one day be brought under the rule of the righteous.







  The patriarch of the movement is a man named Rousas John Rushdoony.




  Because all of this has an aura of unreality, the question may occur: Do the new True Believers actually want the various levels of govemment—federal, state, and local—to become formally Christian?




  If the question is posed in precisely these terms, spokesmen for the Christian Reconstructionist camp back off somewhat and say that they are only trying to educate the people in such ways that Americans themselves will demand the changes. However, the changes they want are, to even the most neutral of observers, indistinguishable from laws that a cruel and oppressive dictatorship might pass.




  Since the new ultra-extreme fundamentalists are so displeased by democracy, what, specifically, do they recommend as its replacement? On this question, too, they are quite frank. A theocracy. Shades of Puritan England, Inquisition Spain, or Iran, 1979-1989!




  Theocracy means: rule not by the people, not by elected representatives, but by God (and whoever has the power to enforce claims that he speaks for God). Those of us who assume that God exists would presumably object to such a system only in the absence of God from the earth in a physical form. God can take over the administration of the affairs of all the nations of earth anytime he wants to, so far as I am concerned, but this has never happened. In the governments throughout history that have considered themselves theocracies, we have witnessed rule by clergymen who simply asserted (and in many cases may have honestly believed) that they were God’s specially chosen representatives.




  Taking a leaf from the Reconstructionists, I have a startling proposal of my own as regards what would be a proper punishment for those found guilty of attempting to impose such beliefs. That is that they should be sentenced to a 12-year course in world history, with particular attention to the record of what transpired in Europe during the centuries when people’s lives were ruled by popes or Protestant divines. Such study would increase the present small degree of knowledge about the slaughters of the Inquisition, the massacres of the Crusades, and the extirpation of massive numbers of women and men for the invented crime of witchcraft.




  In fact, the long-standing system of civil and religious justice in which all of those suspected of crimes were arrested and subjected to the most hideous forms of torture imaginable was one factor that led the American Founding Fathers to feel so strongly about the wisdom of keeping church and state separated. Religion was perfectly welcome in American society, as it still is, but one church should never be permitted to dominate the civil state or its citizens.




  Let us now consider specifics. As regards the question of homosexuality, it is clear that most Americans regard the sexual preference for a member of one’s own gender as a problem. Some people have fascistic and heartless attitudes on the issue; others strive to be fair.




  The Christian Reconstructionists are perfectly clear about a solution to the problem. That solution is nothing more complex than the prompt imposition of the death penalty.




  To those unfamiliar with the recent drift of the public dialogue on this and related questions, what I have just said will sound like a libelous distortion. Would that it were. The Reconstructionist movement, which is chiefly Protestant although it has interested a few Catholics, absolutely insists that homosexuals ought to be killed. I do not mean that individual Reconstructionists consider themselves at liberty to arm themselves to the teeth and travel about their communities in vigilante bands, shooting or stabbing homosexuals on sight. That would, obviously enough, be a horrifying spectacle to witness. I refer to something worse.




  The Reconstructionists insist that the slaughter of millions of their fellow citizens is to be conducted in strict accordance with the law. They argue, in other words, that homosexuality must simply be added to the list of capital crimes punishable by execution.




  What other crimes would the new fascist movement like to see added to the list of capital offenses? Habitual juvenile delinquency, for one. Please do not take my word for this; consult the public statements and writings of leaders of the new movement. It should take only a few days of investigation to establish that yes, the group at present is working very hard to do nothing less than take over the administration of the local, state, and national affairs of the United States. It insists that swiftly imposed death is the proper punishment for the kind of lamentable and sometimes criminal behavior engaged in by millions of young men and women in our presently troubled society.




  If, as is commonly believed, about 10 percent of Americans have homosexual leanings, it inescapably follows that if the Reconstructionists ever do take over control of our country, some 25 million Americans will shortly be executed. Statistics about juvenile delinquency may be variously interpreted, but let us say that in that category perhaps another 20 million young men and women would be killed, and this, bear constantly in mind, by those who consider themselves Christians. It is obviously impossible to get precise statistics concerning that percentage of the approximately 250 million American population who have committed the moral and sometimes legal offense of adultery. Most of us would be pleased if no one ever was unfaithful to a marriage partner, and the American home would clearly be a more secure institution if this were the case. But, as the scriptures constantly remind us, humans have apparently as much a gift for wrong-doing as for virtuous conduct. So let us arbitrarily say that 75 million Americans have offended the moral law in this way. Add that to the other arithmetic.




  Hitler’s Nazis became the objects of most of the world’s contempt by killing six million Jews, equally as many, if not more, Baits and Slavs, and being responsible for waging war in which millions more civilians and soldiers died. The Reconstructionists do not seek to obscure the fact that they propose the slaughter of their fellow citizens in numbers that Hitler, Stalin, and Pol Pot may never have dreamed of.




  I shall not go more fully here into all the programs proposed by the Reconstructionists, though I hope my readers will go to such trouble on their own initiative. But the question inevitably occurs: What has happened to drive so large and influential a group of citizens to proudly espouse a set of proposals for the governance of the United States, which to most observers will seem sadistically insane? The Reconstructionists draw their horrifying proposals for the ills of our society from only one source, the Bible.




  It should immediately occur to us to wonder why only a very small percentage of Bible-believers build such a program when many millions of Christians, though respecting the Bible, do not advance to Twilight Zone social proposals. The difference between the two groups is that the Reconstructionists are ultrafundamentalists.




  A Final Word. A number of people with whom I have discussed the present study have inquired as to whether the sometimes disturbing facts my research has unearthed have not weakened my faith in God. The answer is no. I confess, however, that my faith in man has not been additionally strengthened.




  A Few Technical Matters




  Feminist Concerns in Referring to God. I must beg the indulgence of staunchly feminist readers concerning references to the Almighty Creator of the universe as a he. This is merely a convenience. Since God is invariably defined as pure spirit, it logically follows that “he” is incorporeal and therefore cannot have any identity that could be remotely described by the masculine gender pronoun.




  Alphabetical Form. I have chosen to present the topics in this volume in alphabetical form, from A to Z. It is offered as a collection of short essays containing my reflections on the Bible, religion, and morality. It is in no way intended as an exhaustive, scholarly study, but as statements of ideas and issues that have intrigued me and I hope will intrigue you as well.




  A Note About Abbreviations. Wherever I have added italics for emphasis in a Bible verse or other quotation, the letters IA in parentheses will appear at the end of the passage.




  Cross References. Capitalized words refer to topics that are treated in separate essays.


  











  
A







  ABEL, the second son of ADAM AND EVE. “Now Abel was a keeper of sheep ... ” (Gen. 4:2), favored by Yahweh over his brother CAIN. The Bible gives no reason, thus leading us to assume, heretically, that God is capable of partiality and inherent unfairness. The Hebrews were first a nomadic people, tending flocks for an unknown period of many centuries along the fringes of the Fertile Crescent. The Abel story could imply that God preferred that they lead a nomadic life (at least until he promised them the land of CANAAN).




  John L. McKenzie, S.J., has explained that the name Abel is derived from the Akkadian aplu, “son,” which, he observes, “would indicate a Mesopotamian origin of the story . . . Abel is a pastoral culture hero, the first herdsman ... ” (See also GENESIS, Chapter 4.)






  ABIMELECH, the king of Gerar, an ancient town in southern Judea, or Philistia. It once lay on the route between Gaza and Beersheba, and was a place where ABRAHAM reportedly sojourned (Gen. 20:1).




  Abimelech has two curious encounters with Abraham in Genesis 20-21. He behaves impeccably throughout, even though Abraham offers him SARAH as a wife, calling her his sister. Ultimately, Abraham makes a peace covenant with him at Beersheba, and they exchange animals, but not before Abraham has revealed that Sarah is indeed his half-sister (a clear case of incest).




  As often happens in the Old Testament, the Lord is the character who behaves outrageously. He “closed all the wombs of the house of Abimelech because of Sarah, Abraham’s wife” (20:18), even though we are told that Abimelech never slept with her. God later “healed Abimelech, and his wife, and his maidservants; and they bore children” (20:17). The two stories of Abimelech are interwoven with those of Sarah’s barrenness and eventual production of Isaac.




  Why did God close Abimelech’s wife’s womb and then open it again, unless we are being told that Abimelech did not conceive any other children while he “took Sarah” (20:2)? It is as though the writer cannot make up his mind what did happen in those ancient, oral-tradition legends he is working with to create the book of Genesis. It is peculiar also that the author or compiler of Genesis made Abimelech a more honorable and persuasive character than Abraham. His stories, though minor, are beautifully told bits of vivid narrative. They do not, however, appear in illustrated Sunday School papers, for reasons that are obvious.




  Poor Abimelech—he was so virtuous, generous, and careful not to offend Abraham or the Lord, and his life was complicated by the misbehavior of both. It would be enlightening to have a Philistine or Canaanite version of these events. Would they deal as kindly with Abraham as the author was forced to treat a man considered by later Israelites to be their deadly enemy? I cannot help wondering if the two Abimelech stories, which read like insertions, might not, in fact, have been Canaanite legends, which the compiler of Genesis inserted because they dealt with the Hebrews’ first culture-hero, Abraham.






  ABORTION. It is fascinating that the purest form of the respect-for-life philosophy that motivates at least some antiabortionists is consistent with the general thrust of Humanist thinking over the last couple of centuries, but it relates scarcely at all to much Christian behavior of the past 2,000 years.




  Two basic questions are: (1) What is life? (2) When, in the human context, does it begin? While at first the answers appear obvious, the relevant realities are complex. For some time it has been possible to keep human tissues, separated from bodies, alive. They need only be placed in an aqueous environment and provided with such nutrients and methods of waste-disposal as their individual cells require. We can, then, point to a brain, a heart, a lung, or other portions of a once-conscious body and state, quite accurately, that it is alive.




  Yet if someone were to destroy such an organ, would it be reasonable to accuse him of murder? There is no question that he was destroying living human tissue. But it is equally as clear that the individual organ was nevertheless not a human being. Why? Because it did not have a mind. If then, it is only the existence of brain-function and/or mind that establishes the existence of a human, it follows that the termination of a fetus that is just a few days old can hardly be equated with arbitrarily ending the life of a six-month-old child or of an adult.




  On this point, incidentally, there is invaluable relevant information in Exodus 21:22, which refers to two men who engage in physical combat and who, in thrashing about, bump into a pregnant woman who suffers a miscarriage as a result. In both rabbinical and early Christian commentary there is a clear distinction between punishments thought suitable for two outwardly similar crimes. If the fetus that dies is unformed, the common opinion was that the guilty individual need not receive the death penalty. But if the fetus is formed—which is to say in the late stage of development—then that is a much more serious matter and the death penalty is considered appropriate punishment. This makes clear that, quite aside from the question as to whether it is ever appropriate to refer to the medical disruption of a developing fetus as murder, it was not correct at one time to use such a term if the unborn individual was in a very early state of development.




  For an excellent analysis of this question, see “Two Traditions: The Law of Exodus 21:22-23 Revisited” by Stanley Isser in the Catholic Biblical Quarterly (Jan. 1990).




  As noted above, a growing segment of the Christian Right openly advocates that the proper solution to present-day social problems is to make the United States formally and legally a Christian nation with a government entirely under Christian domination and guided by the laws and principles of both the Old and New Testaments. This would require repeal of the First Amendment.




  Needless to say, such Christians are members of the pro-death-penalty camp. If (1) they succeed in their ambitions, (2) abortion is outlawed because it is considered murder, and (3) all murderers must be executed by the state, then it logically follows that the many millions of American women who would beyond question continue to have illegal, secret abortions would have to be put to death if detected.




  Concerning certain aspects of the abortion controversy, there is surprisingly little disagreement or debate. Statistically speaking, few people think it is permissible to end the life of a fetus in the last several weeks of its development. This is so simply because a baby in the eighth or ninth month is clearly a human being and is therefore entitled to all the rights that society is prepared to accord a newborn or any adult citizen. (An interesting sidelight on this point is that in Nationalist China, America’s ally against the Communists, the practice of infanticide was widespread among poor families, particularly if the children were female. When the Communists assumed control of that country in 1949, they legislated against the practice.)




  Fundamentalists have, of course, attempted to justify their stand against abortion by citing the Bible, just as an earlier generation of fundamentalists used scriptural texts to try to justify their opposition to new birth-control devices or their acceptance of slavery. Among the passages used to oppose abortion are Ephesians 1:4, 2 Thessalonians 2:13, and Jeremiah 1:5. These and similar texts emphasize divine foreknowledge and election by stressing that God knew his prophets and apostles when they were in the womb.




  Fundamentalists have pressed these texts further in the service of their metaphysical conjecture that the entity in the womb, from the moment of conception, is a person. What they failed to note was that their premises lead them into the heretical doctrine of reincarnation. According to the book of Jeremiah, the Lord said to his prophet, "Before I formed you in the womb I knew you.” (IA)




  According to Hebrews 7:9-10, Levi the priest was within the loins of his great-grandfather, Abraham. If one used Jerry Falwell’s exegetical methods in interpreting Scripture, one might conclude that Levi existed as a 100 percent person in Abraham’s loins. This suggests that Abraham would have been guilty of manslaughter or negligent homicide if by fortuitous nocturnal emission he had allowed the innocent Levi to escape from his loins. (See Joe E. Barnhart, The Southern Baptist Holy War, Austin, Texas Monthly Press, 1986, pp. 159-160.)




  According to Luke 1:42, another antiabortion passage employed by fundamentalists, when pregnant “Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary the babe leaped in her womb.” Elizabeth herself is then quoted as saying “the babe leaped in my womb for joy” (1:44). But this does not prove anything, because a pregnant woman, feeling the fetus moving, can attribute any emotion she wants to the baby she is carrying. Most women simply speak of the baby’s “kicking.”




  Barnhart also notes:




 

    For many years, a number of [fundamentalist] preachers like Jerry Falwell and W. A. Criswell raised no prophetic voice against the known brutalities of racism or unjust treatment of women. Now suddenly they have turned into bleeding hearts over almost microscopic zygotes. With little sustained concern for the civil-rights movement when it had to do with conspicuous persons of minority status, some of the antiabortion preachers have recently begun to deliver impassioned and eloquent speeches about the civil rights of the fertilized egg.







  There is the general perception that the new organism, which in its early stages is a small blob of matter, can hardly be referred to as a human being, consisting, as it may, of only a few dozen cells. Nature itself daily aborts millions of such creatures and, in fact, not only at early stages. The majority of those who take a clear-cut, no-abortions-under-any-circumstances position naturally wish to make it impossible to terminate the life of even these forms.




  Most opponents of abortion seem unaware of the fact that the European and American successes in legalizing the practice during the last half-century grew largely out of public concern about the thriving market in criminal abortions. Few of these were performed by licensed medical practitioners. Not surprisingly, the results were often horrendous, so far as the life and health of the unfortunate mothers were concerned. Informed citizens eventually said, in effect, “It makes no sense to continue to permit so much death and suffering. If abortions are going to take place, as they obviously will continue to do, then the procedure ought to be performed under controlled circumstances by qualified medical professionals.” This is certainly not the only rationale for legalized abortion, but since it is part of the larger argument, it must be taken into account.




  To the great number of those who have not yet taken a formal position concerning the difficult question of abortion but who have at least been exposed to arguments from both sides, it may seem that at one end of the field are those who think that abortion is, generally speaking, a positive and justified act, and those on the opposite side who believe that it is a simple act of murder.




  If there is a single person on earth who views abortion as favorably as he views playing tennis or reading a good book, he would be in urgent need of psychiatric attention. Abortion, like many medical procedures, is a sad business.




  As for my own position—with which I would not trouble the reader except that I have frequently been asked to state it for the record—I am opposed to abortion in the sense that I can envision an ideal state in which no such medical procedure would ever be necessary.




  And it is not difficult, after all, to at least imagine, if not bring about, a utopian situation in which almost no further abortions would be desired or performed. Such a situation, of course, would involve far more widespread use of methods of birth control than is practiced at present. The debate as to whether there is an overpopulation problem has never, in the present century, been worth the attention of any serious or informed person because everyone sensible agrees that there is. Even the Catholic church acknowledges that there are too many people in certain places for the available food supplies to sustain.




  Many sincere and intelligent Catholics are so disturbed that their church only acknowledges the population problem and resists serious efforts to alleviate it, that they simply ignore Catholic doctrine on birth control and make their own moral decisions. Nor do they have much difficulty in finding priestly confessors to tell them that they are entitled to let their conscience be their guide on such difficult questions.




  Among the many prominent Catholic thinkers who are at odds with their church on the question of contraception is James T. Burtchaell, C.S.C. The details of his argument on the question may be found in The Giving and the Taking of Life: Essays Ethical (1989). Father Burtchaell is professor of biblical theology and ethics at the University of Notre Dame, and his collection of essays was published by the University of Notre Dame Press. Moreover, the book is referred to in respectful tones by the Jesuit magazine America (Oct. 14, 1989). None of this would happen if Burtchaell’s was simply the voice of a lonely heretic. It is my assumption that, on this question, the majority of Catholic intellectuals are on the side of common sense and therefore in opposition to their church.




  One of the reasons that millions of abortions will continue to take place, regardless of the views of American conservatives, is that, though great numbers of eggs are being fertilized, not all the potential children are wanted by either or both of their parents. In a large percentage of the cases, this is because the parents are not married. In some instances, they are married, but to other individuals. And in cases where a married mother and father are the parents-to-be, they too, by the millions, are deciding, for whatever good or poor reasons, that they do not want the particular birth that will result if nothing is done to interrupt the cellular development in the womb.




  Life is difficult enough for even the more fortunate among us in the present day. For those new arrivals who are not welcomed by loving parents, the eventual results are almost invariably horrifying. This relates, in a very direct way, to the problem of child abuse in American society. In one city alone, New York, over a hundred children are killed by their own parents each year. Nor is such a death a sudden, swift release. It usually results from a long series of savage beatings, sometimes—the very soul shudders—accompanied by sexual abuse.




  The future society that was serious about trying to diminish the need for abortion would incorporate a vigorous program of instruction on sex, starting at the appropriate early grade-level. There is a tendency to assume that because modern America is inundated by sexual themes on a morning, noon, and nightly basis, high school freshmen have absorbed so much information about the subject that they do not require further formal instruction. However, research has shown that the same old historic ignorance of sex prevails and is one of the factors contributing to the present unhappy picture.




  Should instruction about sex restrict itself to a description of the plumbing, so to speak? Absolutely not. Should it incorporate moral and ethical considerations? Certainly. The only sort of moral component that is automatically ruled out in American public schools is that which represents a strictly sectarian religious viewpoint. In other words, the Catholic church, which still feels that masturbation and birth control are grave sins, clearly ought not to be permitted to impose that view on the American process of public education.




  The sort of moral considerations that could quite properly be incorporated into a program of instruction are those indicated by common sense, social custom, and practicality. Young boys, to give a specific instance, must be taught that they have no right to force their sexual attentions on anyone else, that to persist in doing so is called rape, and that it is a grave crime, punishable by imprisonment, in our society. Furthermore, it should be explained to immature boys that rape is wrong not simply because it is illegal but also because it is a cruel violation of the Golden Rule.




  Young men and women should also be taught that until they are absolutely certain they want children, they shouldn’t even think of having them. The present situation would be an outrage if only one unwanted child was born, but we are talking about millions.




  It must be stressed that for those teenagers, especially the older among them, who would, despite moral advice, continue to lose emotional control in certain instances, largely because of the dictates of nature itself, there would have to be a great deal of information provided concerning methods of birth control and, for the unmarried, birth prevention. This returns us to a key and dramatic factor in the ongoing public dialogue on the ancient problem of irresponsible sexual activity.




  Nature itself has always provided one means by which intercourse may be avoided. That is masturbation. But the largely Christian participants in the antiabortion camp belong to churches which are very clear in their condemnation of the practice of self-stimulation. Many of them are also, though with less unity, opposed to all practical methods of birth control. As a result of these two views, those who would do away with abortion in fact contribute to an increase in unwanted pregnancies and therefore a demand, on the part of millions of young women, that those pregnancies be terminated. We see, therefore, that among those elements of society that worsen the problem are the forces that want to make abortion unavailable for everybody.




  Another feature of the better society in which abortions would be unnecessary would be a humane and civilized adoption program in which every child that was either unwanted by its natural parents or which became suddenly orphaned would be taken into a new and loving home. But such visions are, of course, fantasy. We are unfortunately forced to address the problem in the context of present reality, which is deeply depressing. Millions of children are presently being born to parents who either have little or no interest in them or who, if they do feel some rudimentary form of love for their newborns, are themselves so socially handicapped that they are simply incapable of responsibly assuming the role of parents. There are few orphanages either and a tremendous shortage of foster-care homes.




  Another crucial requirement in any society prepared to outlaw abortion would be a massive and well-funded program of health care for the poor, day-care centers for infants whose mothers must work, family-counseling services, and other such agencies. Unfortunately these are in painfully short supply at present, largely for the reason that the conservative elements of society refuse to underwrite such compassionate programs with their tax dollars. Moreover, when, despite their wishes, a certain amount of tax revenue is allocated to such benign programs, conservative spokesmen complain vociferously about these expenditures. They cannot have it both ways. If they are serious about bringing about a sharp revision of the long-standing legality of abortion, it follows that the number of births will rise by the millions. It would rise even more, of course, were it not for the inescapable fact that armies of women will continue to insist on abortions, and will get them, if new laws are passed, generally from the same type of back-alley practitioners who have provided such services for centuries.




  There is evidence that at least a minority of antiabortionists realize this, and we find, in the field of Catholic social services, for example, admirable instances of willingness to lend additional support to orphanages, adoption agencies, and day-care centers. One hopes that if the wishes of the conservative minority prevail in law and abortions are, in fact, outlawed or sharply curtailed, then the victors will not simply turn their backs on the millions of unwanted infants. This will, of course, require antiabortionist forces to stop complaining about taxes and start making clear that they care about the poor in America in ways actually detectable to the poor.






  ABRAHAM. Abram is the name by which the first biblical patriarch is called until the Lord renames him Abraham in Genesis 17:5 (when he is 99 years old), at which time the covenant is proclaimed. God tells the old man that he “shall be the father of a multitude of nations” (v. 4; IA). Since this formula—nations, in the plural—is used three times in Chapter 17, it is curious that one group—the Hebrews and their descendants—should claim exclusive descent as God’s CHOSEN PEOPLE. At this point in the Bible, it seems clear that the writer believed that God had anointed Abraham to be the father of all peoples dwelling in that part of the Near East, especially when we note the Lord’s promises about ISHMAEL (Gen. 16:10; 17:20; 21:13, 18).




  Since real place names are mentioned in the first Old Testament verses about Abram (Gen. 11:26), it is probable that the account of the patriarch’s sojourning with his clan—from Ur (in Mesopotamia) to Haran (a town in southern Turkey), down into CANAAN, then on to the Negev Desert, to Egypt, and back again to Canaan—is a fictionalized version of the real wanderings of several nomadic tribes of Semitic speakers.




  The reference to Ur of the Chaldees in Genesis 11:31 is one of the Bible’s hundreds of mistakes. Explains Magnus Magnusson in B.C., The Archaeology of the Bible Lands (London: The Bodley Head, 1977):




 

    Ur of the Chaldees has always been one of the magic names in the Bible. Actually it is a misnomer; Ur was originally one of the ancient city states of Sumer, and did not become associated with the Chaldeans until the first millennium B.C., more than a thousand years after Abraham was thought to have been born there. So the name “Ur of the Chaldees” in Genesis is clearly an anachronistic reference. (IA)







  Genesis 12:10 sounds plausible enough, given what we know archaeologically of the place and time: “And there was a famine in the land: and Abram went down into Egypt to sojourn there; for the famine was grievous in the land.”




  What follows immediately after is quite specific (hence, probably largely fiction) and also morally appalling to modern Jews, Christians, and Secular Humanists. Abram is revealed as a scheming liar. To avoid being killed by the Egyptians, he pretends that his “beautiful” wife Sarai is his sister, and she is taken into the Pharaoh’s house, presumably as a concubine. Her “brother” Abram is rewarded with “sheep, and oxen, and he-asses, and menservants, and maidservants, and she-asses, and camels” (12:16). The Pharaoh, who is blameless in the matter, is nonetheless afflicted with plagues on the grounds that he had sexual relations with another man’s wife. When he finds out the truth, he behaves far more honorably than Abram has.




 

    18. And Pharaoh called Abram, and said, “What is this that thou hast done unto me? why didst thou not tell me that she was thy wife?


  

  19. “Why saidst thou, She is my sister? so I might have taken her to me to wife: now therefore behold thy wife, take her, and go thy way.”


  

  20. And Pharaoh commanded his men concerning him: and they sent him away, and his wife, and all that he had.







  If we assume that this Pharaoh/Sarai story was invented to explain how Abram became wealthy, why in heaven’s name did the author of Genesis, a proud descendant of Abraham who is trying to tell why his ancestor found favor with God, present him as a devious scoundrel whose flocks and riches were obtained by acting as a pimp? These stories are never read from pulpits in the modern day. To its credit, the KORAN, written more than a thousand years later and claiming Abraham as an ancestor of the Arabs, does not contain such an account. Its references to Abraham are couched in respectful terms.




  It is possible that Abram was a name arbitrarily given by later writers to a tribe or group of tribes from a particular area, from whom the later Hebrews thought they had descended. The “Abram people”—perhaps a more accurate way of putting it—may have become the wealthiest and most aggressive of the Near Eastern nomads of their day. One detail that argues for this explanation is that one of Abram’s brothers was named Haran, and that is the name of the place (probably already established) where Terah, Abram’s father, settled after he left Ur. The extreme longevity claimed for the patriarchs can be seen, then, as a later author’s estimate of the time one particular clan prevailed at a certain place, since we know that humans do not live to be hundreds of years old.




  A plausible account of the following chapters of Genesis is provided in the volume The Israelites, Charles Osborne, ed., in the Emergence of Man Series (New York: Time-Life Books, 1975):




  

     ... if there has been no hard physical proof that the individual patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, were actual human beings, plenty of scholarly evidence does exist to support the conclusion that there is substantial historical truth in the patriarchal narrative. Discoveries of shrines and records—letters, legal codes and civil contracts—belonging to peoples who were contemporaries and neighbors reveal a great deal about the social structures, the manners and mores in Mesopotamia, Syria, Canaan and Egypt during the Second Millennium B.C.; and the story of the patriarchs as the Bible recounts it is filled with details that coincide with the archaeological data.




  It becomes increasingly possible to assume that the patriarchal roles parallel those of the ancient family chieftains. It is not at all clear, however, whether the Israelites they led were herders, moving their sizable flocks from pasture to pasture, and from time to time into the cities to sell their fleece and goat hair; or caravan traders who traveled the route between Mesopotamia and Egypt by way of the cities in Canaan.




  Archaeologists know that for a period of some 800 years, from about 2000 B.C. to about 1200 B.C., several Semitic families, or tribes, pursued both activities. Though scholars differ over tribal identities and disagree about details of chronology, they nevertheless generally agree that the patriarchal age began no earlier than 1950 B.C. and ended no later than 1300 B.C. (p. 36) (IA)







  Genesis 16 tells the famous story of Sarai, Abram’s wife, who had borne him no children, and her maidservant, a younger Egyptian woman named Hagar. Sarai tells her husband that he should have sexual intercourse with her maid in order to produce an heir. “And Abram hearkened to the voice of Sarai” (16:2).




  Indeed, human sexual nature being what it is, we may reasonably assume that he did so, and probably with all the alacrity possible to a man of 86. But Hagar, once she gives birth, becomes more secure and has less respect for her mistress. When Sarai complains to her husband about this, he tells her, in effect, to do whatever she wants with the woman. Having been thus authorized, Sarai treats Hagar so harshly that she runs away.




 

    7. And the angel of the Lord found her by a fountain of water in the wilderness, by the fountain in the way to Shur.


  

  8. And he said, “Hagar, Sarai’s maid, whence camest thou? and whither wilt thou go?” And she said, “I flee from the face of my mistress Sarai.”







  The angel tells Hagar to go back home and submit to Sarai. Then, as if to make this instruction more palatable, the heavenly visitor makes one of those predictions for which the Scriptures are noted.




  10. And the angel of the Lord said unto her, “I will multiply thy seed exceedingly, that it shall not be numbered for multitude.”





  Part of the true horror of the story of Hagar is that the source of loving protection, God Almighty, from whom Hagar might have expected just and merciful treatment, sided chiefly with Abram and Sarai.




  I recommend, in this connection, Phyllis Trible’s Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical Narratives (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984). Ms. Trible tells what she accurately describes as “sad stories ... tales of terror, with women as victims.” Her study refers to “the inferiority, subordination, and abuse of the female in ancient Israel and the early church.” In the present day we hear many recommendations that the problems of our society could be solved if we would only “return to biblical morality.” And follow the example of Abram and Sarai? Where is the edifying morality in these chapters of Genesis?




  Chapters 17-23. The Lord then makes another convenant with Abram, changes the couple’s names to Abraham and SARAH (these are merely variant spellings of the same names), and as we have seen, again promises Abraham that “I will make nations of thee, and kings shall come out of thee” (17:6). (This despite the fact that so far the Bible has mentioned only Hagar’s son, Ishmael.) First, however, Abraham, Ishmael, and all male slaves had to be circumcised. We are not told how many died from such surgery performed in unhygienic goats’-hair tents. (See CIRCUMCISION.)




  Well past menopause (“it had ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of women”, Sarah nevertheless conceives and bears ISAAC, but not before Abraham once again does the “she’s my sister” routine (20:2), this time with King ABIMELECH. Abraham gives Sarah to the king. But the Lord warns Abimelech in a dream not to touch her, and then reasserts his partiality to Abraham: “he is a prophet.” He may be a prophet, but he is also a panderer; Abimelech behaves more morally and plausibly, demanding to know:




 

    . . . “What hast thou done unto us? and what have I offended thee, that thou hast brought on me and on my kingdom a great sin? thou hast done deeds unto me that ought not to be done” (20:9).







  I submit that there is not a minister or rabbi who would not be forced to side with Abimelech against Abraham, who is a coward despite all the evidence of God’s favor he has been given. Now he reveals that Sarah is indeed his half-sister, and Abimelech, in gratitude for not having sinned, gives Abraham sheep, oxen, slaves, silver, and his pick of the land. This turn of events is incomprehensible to the modern reader and is almost a duplicate of Abraham’s behavior earlier in Egypt.




  All of this adultery or near-adultery with other partners suggests that the Hebrews may not have been sure of their legitimate descent from Abraham. After all, if Sarah was twice offered to another man and Abraham was over 100 years old, we can be forgiven for wondering who the father of Isaac really was. One could even construe one passage (21:1) as a hint that the Lord miraculously “fathered” Isaac, because the story of God’s visiting Sarah loosely parallels the miraculous impregnation of Mary in the New Testament. For whatever the point may be worth, Abraham’s sister-in-law Milcah was much more fertile than Sarah.




  Chapter 23 tells us that Sarah died at the age of 127 and was buried in a cave in a field given to Abraham by the generous Hittites. (Scholars are not certain who these particular Hittites were, because the Hittites known to archaeologists lived far to the north, in present-day Turkey.) Abraham then took another wife, Keturah, who bore him six sons. He died at 177, was buried beside Sarah, and “gave all he had unto Isaac” (25:5), sending the sons of his concubines away to the east.




  The chief information we get from all of this that may be accurate includes: (1) the Hebrews’ plausible wanderings throughout the Near East and attempts to settle down in Palestine; (2) the Hebrews’ recognition that they were indebted to various settled peoples in Canaan and were related to tribes living east of the Jordan. On the negative side, we find a sordid account of Abraham’s relations with people who were generous to him, his unwavering egotistical belief that the Lord was promoting his welfare and his alone, and his stinginess toward all of his family except Sarah and Isaac.




  For the bizarre story of Abraham and the near-sacrifice of Isaac, see ISAAC.




  Altogether, the Old Testament inexplicably has presented Abraham as a hard-hearted man, a coward, a liar, a panderer, and an ingrate. How he came to be considered the revered ancestor of the Jews with these recorded traits is difficult to understand. If there had been such a patriarch and he had indeed behaved as Abraham is pictured, one would think that the Genesis author(s) would have invented some redeeming qualities. I challenge the reader to name any.






  ACTS OF THE APOSTLES. We are brought face-to-face with one of the Bible’s many mysteries when we examine the title of this 28-chapter book of the New Testament, for it is misleading. If you put to any person unfamiliar with the Scriptures the question as to what sort of text he might expect, given the title “Acts of the Apostles,” he will, of course, respond, “Why, one that concerns the doings or experiences of the twelve Apostles.” But this is not entirely accurate. Acts is generally a report of the experiences of only two of Jesus’ original disciples, Peter and John, and of PAUL, who was not one of the original twelve although he considered himself an Apostle.




  Another point almost never brought to the attention of the faithful is that there is no certain knowledge as to who wrote this book of the New Testament. There seems to be general scholarly agreement on stylistic grounds that whoever the author was also wrote the Gospel of LUKE. It is quite possible, of course, that Luke, a personal associate of Paul, did write these materials, but there doesn’t seem to be any agreement about the matter. Most scholars date Acts at A.D. 80-85, or as late as 92.




  The document was written as a general report, although, by a common ancient convention, it is presented as a letter to someone named Theophilus. Such “letters” were a common form of literary dedication. Scholars have not, however, been able to identify the gentleman, though he was probably a Gentile convert.




  Chapter 1. Although the author describes the ascension of JESUS in clear-cut, unambiguous language, William Neil, in his Harper’s Bible Commentary (New York: Harper and Row, 1962), suggests an allegorical interpretation.




 

    It is a pictorial way of saying that when our Lord had made it plain that the resurrection was a fact, and had convinced a sufficient number of his followers that this was so, the appearances ceased. The shroud and the angelic figures are a natural biblical accompaniment of divine mystery, conveying the message that Jesus is no longer confined to Galilee but is enthroned and exalted in heaven . . .







  After relating the story of the physical ascension of Jesus into Heaven, the author describes, in precise terms, the manner of the death of Judas.




  18. Now this man purchased a field with the reward of iniquity; and falling headlong, he burst asunder in the midst, and all his bowels gushed out.







  A number of comments on this report are required. Either it is false, contradicting, as it does, the account of Matthew 27:5 that Judas hanged himself, or it is true. The Greek that is translated “falling headlong” probably means “he fell head first,” with “from a height” understood. Such elliptical expressions are common in the New Testament.




  It was certainly not necessary—if one thinks the matter through—that there be anything unusual about the physical death of Judas Iscariot. He has incurred, by his act of betrayal of Jesus, the contempt of hundreds of millions of Christians who would people the earth down through the centuries. Certainly the low repute in which Judas is held has nothing whatever to do with the fact that he either hanged himself or fell to his death.




  Another extremely odd fact about the opening chapter of Acts is that, although Peter and his followers decided to name a new apostle to replace the dead Judas, they had trouble choosing between the two finalists, Joseph called Barsabbas, who was surnamed Justus, and one Matthias. In accordance with a widespread ancient custom for political appointments, a method of gambling, drawing lots, was used to make the choice between the two. What is odd about the matter is that after Matthias is chosen, there is not a single further word in any Christian writing about either of the two men, a strange literary fate for an actual apostle.




  Chapter 2. This chapter is supposed to recount the events of the famous day of Pentecost. The residents of Jerusalem, it is asserted, their attention understandably attracted by the rushing, roaring sound of the wind, gathered round the house in which the visit of the Holy Spirit had just taken place. It is not made clear whether the apostles walked out of doors or how the visitors gained entrance, but, in any event, those who had been touched by the Holy Spirit now began to address the newcomers, who were astonished to be able to interpret what was said “each in his own language” (2:6).


  



  12. And they were all amazed, and were in doubt, saying to one another, “What meaneth this?”




  13. Others mocking said, “These men are full of new wine.”




  14. But Peter, standing up with the eleven, lifted up his voice, and said unto them, “Ye men of Judea, and all ye that dwell at Jerusalem, be this known unto you, and hearken to my words:




  15. “For these are not drunken, as ye suppose, seeing it is but the third hour of the day.




  16. “But this is that which was spoken by the prophet Joel;




  17. “And it shall come to pass in the last days, saith God, I will pour out of my Spirit upon all flesh: and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams:




  18. “And on my servants and on my handmaidens I will pour out in those days of my Spirit; and they shall prophesy:




  19. “And I will shew wonders in heaven above, and signs in the earth beneath; blood, and fire, and vapour of smoke:




  20. “The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon into blood, before that great and noble day of the Lord come:




  21. “And it shall come to pass, that whosoever shall call on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” (IA)







  When we examine this chapter of Acts, we see that it is distressingly vague and so general that it is almost devoid of meaning. What does it mean, for example, for the Lord to say, “I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh?” A dozen men are free to give a dozen mutually contradictory interpretations of the phrase. Nor is there anything more instructive in such statements as “your sons and daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams and your young men shall see visions,” for such things may happen in any place, at any time and are indeed alleged to have happened at many points during Old Testament times.




  It will be instructive for the student to study the prophecy of Joel in full. If he does, he will conclude that it has nothing whatever to do with a prediction about the coming of either Jesus of Nazareth or any other Messiah. It is, in fact, but one more of those repetitive Old Testament prophecies of doom, characterized by an almost gloating tone of vengeance to come for those who fail to call on the name of the Lord.




  Chapter 2 tells us that approximately 3,000 people were not only baptized but also promptly “sold their possessions and goods, and parted them to all men, as every man had need” (v. 45). The act of generosity described is beautiful and admirable; one can only lament that it is hardly ever encountered in the context of modern Christianity, nor has any such custom been known for many centuries.




  Shortly thereafter, in preaching about Jesus, Peter asserts that MOSES referred to Christ when, as quoted in Deuteronomy 18:15, he said, “The Lord God will raise up a prophet like me from among you.” But, alas, there is no way to determine whether Moses was referring to Jesus specifically or to the Messiah generally when he made the original statement. It is important, too, for the reader to remind himself that there is no way of knowing whether in fact Moses ever made the statement Peter attributes to him, since he did not write the books long credited to him.




  Chapter 3. This chapter narrates the story of the miraculous healing of a lifelong cripple by Peter and John. The narrator tells us that those who had seen the recovered man gathered around the two apostles, to stare at them in wonder. Peter explains that the power to work such a healing was not his and John’s but came from Jesus. Peter, in fact, takes the occasion to denounce his fellow Jews for having disowned and persecuted Jesus, although at one point he charitably says, “And now, brethren, I know that you acted in ignorance, just as your fathers did also” (v. 17).




  Chapter 4 concerns the two apostles, who are thrown into jail overnight by the temple guard and the Sadducees. Annas, the high priest, and others question the two Christians; thereupon they utter a warning which continues to occasion discord in the churches—among Christians and other believers—to the present day. Peter says, in Verse 12, “And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men, by which we must be saved.” (IA)




  Either this is indeed the case, or it is not. If it is a reliable prediction and threat, then it is a tragic shame that, after almost 2,000 years of effort, only a minority of the world’s population has acknowledged Jesus Christ as a heavenly savior, since it has been alleged elsewhere that failure to do so will result in punishment in the eternal flames of HELL.




  For whatever the point may be worth, many scholars point out that Luke, or whoever the author of Acts was, was not an eyewitness to the incidents he describes. (See also APOSTLES, THE.)






  ADAM AND EVE, the first man and woman said to have been created by God. When it is first announced that God has created a man and then later a woman, in Genesis 2:7 and 22, they are not named. A fundamental error of the popular and even priestly interpretations of Genesis is in assuming that the word Adam was meant to be a proper name. Comments Father John L. McKenzie in The Dictionary of the Bible (New York: Macmillan, 1965): “the usual translation of the word as a proper name, Adam, is in error. He is called ‘the man’ until Genesis 4:1, where Adam is first given a proper name.” (Actually, the name Adam is used in 2:19 and 3:21, if one consults a different translation of the Bible.)




  For a very long time it was dangerous to question the strict interpretation of GENESIS, not to mention other portions of the Scriptures. The argument became particularly heated when the hypothesis of the physical evolution of all living species, including man, was developed. Catholic and Protestant authorities were united in the 19th century in stern condemnation of any accommodation with the evolutionists. As it gradually began to appear, however, that to a very considerable extent the evolutionists were right and the fundamentalists quite mistaken, the churches naturally had to modify their views, so as not to lose the loyalty of every intelligent person in Europe and the United States.




  Today it is not unusual to find a statement such as the following, in Old Testament Problems by the Rev. Dr. L. Rumble, M.S.C.:




  

     As regards the formation of the first man, there is nothing in the Christian religion to prevent anyone from assuming the evolution of a body from some lower species of animal, until it arrives at a suitable degree of development for the reception from God of a specially created rational soul, with which it was combined to form the first truly human being.







  This is a gracious, if quite necessary, concession on the part of the Catholic church, but many people were subjected to sometimes atrocious abuse for having suggested precisely as much in earlier centuries. It may be assumed that, inasmuch as the Jewish and Christian faiths have gradually made an accommodation of sorts with the Darwinian hypothesis, such development, however glacially slow, will continue, so that at some point in a perhaps not too distant future most churches will have conceded the point totally, while still insisting on divine creation of the human soul. Unfortunately (or fortunately, depending on one’s personal biases), the churches do not have sufficient space in which to make such a final maneuver. The reason they do not has to do with what is called ORIGINAL SIN.




  Although a majority of Catholic scientists and scholars accept much of Darwinian theory, granting certain fundamental reservations required by dogma, the faithful in general are still taught an essentially fundamentalist interpretation of the first portions of Genesis. (See also CREATION, THE; DEATH; EDEN, GARDEN OF; FALL, THE.)






  AGE OF ANCIENT CIVILIZATIONS. A great deal is known in detail about Middle Eastern culture before 2000 B.C. Archaeologists have found tombs, pottery, and settlement sites of earlier periods in different Middle Eastern countries, as well as in China, India, and Latin America By 5000 B.C. not only had various cities in PALESTINE, Mesopotamia, Iran, Turkey and the Indus Valley reached high points in their development but about 6000 B.C., some populations of the Andean area in South America were beginning to establish permanent agricultural settlements and the rudiments of what is generally termed “civilization.”




  For details of early human settlement and development in that continent—all undreamed of by the authors of the Bible—read Frederic André Engel’s An Ancient World Preserved: Relics and Records of Prehistory in the Andes (New York: Crown, 1976), particularly the chapter, “Ten Thousand Years of Andean History.”




  For the Archaic periods in North America, see Michael D. Coe’s Mexico (London: Thames and Hudson, 1984), and John S. Henderson’s The World of the Ancient Maya (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1981).




  If God were only interested in his “creation” in the Middle East, as the Bible would have us believe, it must surprise fundamentalists of all faiths to learn that other peoples, whom we must assume were also created by God, were domesticating corn and cotton, building villages and rudimentary temples, and independently inventing pottery and weaving in places not even mentioned in the Bible. The Olmec civilization in Mexico, for example, was flourishing about the time David was allegedly ruling Israel. Obviously many cultures knew nothing of “the one, true religion,” though they set great store by religions of their own, and some developed moral precepts higher than those found in much of the Old Testament.




  The Archaeology of Mesopotamia by Seton Lloyd (London: Thames and Hudson, rev. ed., 1984) and Persia: An Archaeological Guide by Sylvia A. Matheson (London: Faber and Faber, 1972) have fascinating accounts of what was going on in Southwestern Asia and the Iranian plateau back to 6000 B.C., among peoples not so far away yet perhaps little known to the earliest Israelite tribes.




  The Sea Peoples: Warriors of the Ancient Mediterranean by N. K. Sandars (London: Thames and Hudson, rev. ed., 1985), covering the upheavals of 1250-1150 B.C., parallels in time the alleged Israelite wanderings and incursion into Palestine. Sandars notes:




  

     . . . by the time the Israelites felt themselves strong enough to attack the plains and the coastal cities, in the 10th century, it was the Philistines who were their chief antagonists. They possessed the land to which they have given their name: Palestine. The five cities of the Philistines—Gaza, Ashkalon, Ashdod, Ekron and Gath—are all in the coastal plain or the foothills of the Shephelah . . . ancient Ashdod has been dug and gives a most valuable stratigraphy. (p. 165)







  Notable is the book’s description of the advanced stage of development of the Philistines, especially their pottery. There is no clear evidence that the Israelites had then developed pottery, nor had they built permanent settlements, let alone cities like Gaza.






  AGE OF THE EARTH AND THE UNIVERSE. The fundamentalist argument against the scientific assertion of the great age of our planet—to the effect that God created the earth only about 6,000 years ago, including fossils embedded in rocks—is unworthy of serious discussion. If we begin with the assumption that God can do anything he pleases, then of course he could have made the world 6,000 years ago, or last Tuesday, and planted misleading evidence suggesting that it was billions of years older.




  One must speak very plainly in addressing the fact that neither Jewish nor Christian scholarship has any explanation as to how the author of GENESIS could speak with an air of such specificity about details of the creation of a universe so vast that even modern astronomers, with the best scientific instruments, cannot calculate with any accuracy the exact dimensions of it. Informed people have long concluded that, since the two conflicting creation accounts in Genesis cannot possibly be considered sound astronomy, geology, physics—or indeed sound science of any sort—the most reasonable conclusion is that they are myths.




  But the fundamentalist Christian and Orthodox Jewish faiths, at the moment at least, cannot acknowledge such a conclusion, since the inevitable repercussions would—if people were in the habit of thinking such matters through—lead to a serious crisis of faith for many worshipers. Therefore, the very best that many religious scholars of the present age are able to suggest is that the account of Genesis, as Father Bruce Vawter puts it, “is folk history, not circumstantial history, which means that historical and legendary elements frequently and inevitably appear side by side. Note that I do not say Genesis teaches legend, but Genesis has used a partly legendary history to teach enduring truths.” (IA)




  I have shared this passage with a number of people, none of whom has the slightest reason for bias about such matters, and have yet to meet anyone who regards Vawter’s reasoning as sound on this point. Nevertheless, Vawter—and to his great credit, reassuringly enough—states shortly thereafter in A Path Through Genesis (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1956): “Any interpretation of Scripture that contradicts a known fact of science we may be very sure is no true interpretation.” Vawter should consider himself fortunate that he lives in the 20th century and not the 15th, since he might not have remained alive after preaching such a heresy, however reasonable.




  It is, finally, discouraging—in the context of one’s idealistic hopes concerning the essential ethicality of the human spirit—to study the record of the churches’ arguments in the debate concerning the estimated age of the physical universe. Although many churchmen today freely speak of hundreds of thousands, millions, or in some cases billions of years as the temporal context of nature, they rarely acknowledge that they are indebted not to their predecessors in the faith, but to earlier generations of despised astronomers, geologists, and biologists for such calculations. Early churchmen long taught that the world dated back to about 4000 B.C. Any suggestions to the contrary were greeted with that hostility which the enemies of religion have, sad to say, been able to point to in accusing the churches of hypocrisy as regards their claims of preaching love and compassion.




  One may respond with sympathy to the attempts of countless 19th-century Christian scholars to “reconcile” the astronomical, geological, and biological sciences on the one hand with the account in Genesis concerning the creation on the other. It is now recognized by every intelligent and informed person that the two cannot be reconciled. One is free to reject the scriptural version or the scientific evaluation; I am concerned merely to assert that one cannot respect both records for the reason that they are logically and factually incompatible. Nor should we be guilty of the error of assuming that the problem relates only to Genesis. It touches the New Testament as well, for both Romans and I Corinthians state that death came into the world with ADAM, whereas it is now clear that death was a natural fact of life for countless ages before any of the higher animals including man, had evolved. It is intellectual dishonesty to respond by saying, “Ah, but the Scriptures refer to the death of the soul.”




  If I may vouchsafe a modest observation on the speculations of philosophers and scientists concerning the age of the earth and the universe, I perceive an error in one of the basic assumptions on which such a debate rests. The assumption is clearly common, in much and perhaps all of the debate on this question, that if one somehow has correctly established the approximate age of such physical matter as exists at present, one has therefore established, with an equal degree of assurance, something or other about the time at which “the world was created,” at which “time began,” or at which “God made the world.” Let us consider the legitimacy of this assumption.




  It is part of one of the component building-blocks of such a case that matter in its presently recognizable form may be traced back to some point—let us arbitrarily say 20 billion years in the past—at which time a “Big Bang” occurred; as a result of such a massive explosion matter took on the physical properties by which we now apprehend it. But this leaves not only unanswered, but usually unrecognized, the question as to how such an explosion itself could take place in the absence of physical laws. Obviously one may posit the existence of a Supreme Mind, possessed of every conceivable power, as an explanation. If one simply assumes such a truth, then of course the argument is in a sense closed off.




  But, alas for such simplicity of thought, a great many astrophysicists are not religious believers in any commonly acceptable definition of the term. While some have religious affiliations, a good many others are either agnostics or atheists. When, therefore, they address themselves to the drama of the massive explosion that took place 20 billion years ago, they must make the assumption that, before the Big Bang, matter existed in some earlier state and that, in fact, it has existed through all time. To an average mind—such as my own—there is something incomprehensible in such an assumption. But one must be impressed by the fact that there is something incomprehensible about all theories or assumptions concerning the still basically mysterious concepts of time and space. I have no wish to enter the discipline of metaphysics here, but I shall suggest that to establish that a particular massive explosion took place at some point in the distant past is by no means the same as automatically establishing that that is the point at which everything began.




  Furthermore, if we believe that God made all things—as Christians, Jews, and Muslims are taught—then we must believe that he made radiocarbon. Whatever the reason for its creation, it has proved enormously useful to modern science because it enables us to determine the age of extremely ancient things. The substance serves as a sort of clock that was turned on and set to run at the moment some once-living object died.




  The May 21, 1982, issue of The Journal of Science carried a story by Walter Alvarez, professor of geology at the University of California at Berkeley, and Ramachandran Ganapathy of the J. T. Baker Chemical Company detailing evidence, in samples taken from the Caribbean seafloor, that a large meteorite crashed into the earth approximately 34 million years ago and perhaps wiped out a number of species. The word perhaps was used because although the evidence points strongly to such a hypothesis, it is merely consistent with the evidence rather than conclusive. But there is no debate among geologists concerning the fact that a meteorite impact occurred some 34 million years ago.




  The fundamentalists, however, have no alternative to believing that the physical universe is only a few thousand years old, because that is what the book of Genesis implies. It does not matter at all to the fundamentalists that the entire body of science says something quite different: that the universe is many billions of years old. The believers’ reaction to such assertions is not a weakening of his or her faith; it is merely frustrated annoyance with science and its millions of representatives, no matter how well educated.




  Those who are naive about this argument may assume that the debate can be quickly resolved by forcing the fundamentalists to consider relevant evidence. It might be supposed, for example, that simply placing in a fundamentalist’s hands a three-million-year-old fossil of a fish would instantly disabuse him of his unsubstantiated notion that ours is a planet of recent vintage. But, no. The dynamics of the dialogue are far more complex. Nor would increasing the amount of material evidence improve the situation to any degree whatever. It would be pointless to talk of accumulating enough evidentiary material to fill, let us say, the Grand Canyon, or to pile up enough of it to shake the foundations of Europe itself. No, the entire incredible vastness of the universe itself is the very evidence of which we speak, but its existence has not the slightest effect on the closed minds of those who say that the world must be about 6,000 years old. (See also NOAH AND THE ARK.)




  



  AMOS, a short book of the Old Testament, consisting of nine chapters that I feel add little to our understanding of virtue, compassion, and common sense. If the first two chapters are really the word of God, as the prophet Amos says, then we cannot avoid the conclusion that God is a pyromaniac. A number of peoples and cities are named, after which it is alleged that the Lord will set fire to their palaces. Included are Damascus, Gaza, Tyre, Edom, Ammon, Moab, Judah, and—surprise—Israel.




  The rest of Amos is largely a lengthy recitation of threats. The Almighty, we are told, shall take endless vengeance, bring fire, sickness, military defeat, and other forms of destruction upon both his followers in Israel and Judah and their enemies.




  Chapter 3. Although the Bible unfortunately abounds in ambiguous and puzzling passages, one of the most troublesome occurs when the prophet Amos tells the children of Israel that God has said: “You only have I known of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish you for all your iniquities” (v. 2). The word therefore is italicized here to emphasize that whoever created the passage, whether God Almighty, Amos, or some other personage, seems to have intended to convey the idea that the Jews have suffered the countless tragedies that have been inflicted upon them because God ordained it.




  It is important for the reader to pause to contemplate this passage, its meaning, and, to some extent at least, its implications. It does not require a remarkable exercise of the intelligence to perceive that if a wise and loving person—let us say a prophet, saint, or virtuous philosopher—were to regard some particular individual or social group with special favor, he would, to the extent that it was in his power, treat his chosen better than those toward whom he did not feel such affectionate regard.




  But it is not incomprehensible that someone holding the common notion that crime deserves punishment might believe that Israel’s criminal refusal to obey Yahweh was aggravated by all the favors Yahweh had shown Israel alone, and therefore Israel should be particularly punished.




  It is not a meaningful response to this puzzling verse to restate the old observation that God’s ways are not those of man since no one has ever supposed that they are. What it is perfectly reasonable to suppose is that, while God’s ways are not those of man, they must be, by virtue of the very meaning of the word God, superior to the ways of man. It would be a very peculiar form of heresy indeed to announce that one had concluded, on the basis of careful study, that the primary way in which God’s ways differed from those of humans was in their striking inferiority.




  And yet, in this quotation of Amos, claiming to speak for the Almighty, it is unmistakable that both the motivation and behavior attributed to the Creator is not only inferior to that of wise and charitable saints and seers but is also inferior to that of some illiterate jungle tribes, whom, we may be sure, would not dream of expressing affection for a child by cruelly abusing him or her in a variety of ways.




  In the present day, God help us, our society has become aware of one more social scandal, the problem of child abuse. Every year thousands of innocent infants are maimed, some killed, by their own parents. But who in their right mind would claim that such behavior is sanctioned by God’s behavior toward his “children” in the book of Amos?




  Whatever else Amos believed, he was clearly convinced that the unfortunate things that happen in the world, to both good and bad people, are at least partly the result, not of simple misfortune, but are the will of God. We see this in Verse 6, in which he says, “If there is a calamity in the city, will not the Lord have done it?”




  Chapter 8. The author, said to be a shepherd, issues a perfectly sensible and morally sound condemnation of greedy merchants and others who take advantage of the poor. This may date from the 6th century B.C.


  





  4. Hear this, O ye that swallow up the needy, even to make the poor of the land to fail,




  5. Saying, When will the new moon be gone, that we may sell corn? and the Sabbath, that we may set forth wheat, making the ephah small, and the shekel great, and falsifying the balances by deceit?




  6. That we may buy the poor for silver, and the needy for a pair of shoes; yea, and sell the refuse of the wheat?




  7. The Lord hath sworn by the excellency of Jacob, Surely I will never forget any of their works.




  8. Shall not the land tremble for this, and every one mourn that dwelleth therein? and it shall rise up wholly as a flood; and it shall be cast out and drowned, as by the flood of Egypt.







  It would be interesting to know how many Bible-believing Christian and Jewish merchants and corporate executives have ever taken these passages to heart.




  Chapter 9 continues the dire threats. The unfortunate shall be cut down by the sword. Those who might attempt to hide at the bottom of the sea, a small number one assumes, at God’s command will be bitten by a serpent. These threats are addressed to the children of Israel.




  In Verse 8, we are asked to believe that God will destroy the sinful kingdom of Israel “from off the face of the earth.” But an exception is made. “I will not utterly destroy the house of Jacob, saith the Lord.” Practically all modern Christian churchmen preach the love of God, his infinite capacity for forgiveness, his hope that sinners will repent and return to him. An idea of this sort finally appears in Verses 11-15, at the very end.




  Though an often unpleasant book, Amos is not without merit. It contains a famous verse (5:24), which was used as a text by the Southern civilrights movement. “But let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.”




  Amos is probably one of those books of prophecy written sometime during the turbulent two centuries that encompassed the destruction of the Kingdoms of Israel and Judah (722 and 586 B.C.), so the writer may be trying to say that, though the children of Israel are said to be God’s chosen, they sinned, and, consequently, the terrible things that occurred to them at the hands of the Assyrians and Babylonians represent God’s punishments. That the Old Testament God appeared wrathful was perhaps inevitable. There were other peoples of the same era as the early Hebrews who were like them in conceiving of an angry God or of many gods as being responsible for all the evils that befell them. Jews today do not claim that God is like that.




  No doubt some readers will feel that I have placed too much blame on Old Testament writers for their depiction of a savage God. But that is not my intent. The true objects of my criticism are those fundamentalists of the modern day who, by insisting that every word of the Bible is divinely authored or inspired, make such criticisms inevitable. Nonfundamentalist Christians feel that such a text as Amos has value partly because it gives us a point of comparison in demonstrating that the concept of God has evolved—and wonderfully improved—over the last few thousand years. This is a perfectly reasonable observation, but it is, of course, incompatible with the fundamentalist approach to Scripture.




  On this point, some fundamentalists defend themselves by asserting that God really was once as punishing as the Old Testament depicts him but that he gradually changed into the far more loving deity of the New Testament. But this introduces a remarkable theological assertion, that God is not, after all, constant but, like all of his creatures, is capable of evolving. Whatever the merits of this claim, it is clearly heretical in the context of traditional Christian theology.




 



  ANTI-SEMITISM. One social evil for which the New Testament is clearly in part responsible is anti-Semitism. Although relatively little has been published and widely distributed concerning Christian participation in anti-Semitic acts over the past 2,000 years—at least not until a stirred Christian conscience began doing so after the Holocaust—the record as it stands reveals perhaps the darkest blemish on the Western world, especially as it culminated in the Nazis’ genocidal policy during World War II.
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