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  Dedication

  To Peter Brixey (1947-2010).

  We disagreed over theology and politics yet he remained a close and loyal friend for over 50 years.


   

   

   

   

  “If you accept uncritically and blindly, then it’s clear that you don’t have a lot of love for the truth. You have a love for what people tell you. Or it can be love for prevailing opinion. Sometimes we just fall in love with lies. Lies can generate some deep love. You can be addicted to lies and falsity as a way of dealing with life. You can fall for illusion, delusion, deception, and deceit.”

  Cornel West in Hope on a Tightrope, 2008
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  John Churcher


  Prologue

  This book is a journey, not a destination. It is my continuing quest not in search of my integrity but to preserve it. It is never possible to define or even to redefine ‘God’ because whatever ‘God’ may be, ‘God’ is always more than any description of human language. What I and a great many other seekers after a deeper spirituality are redefining are our descriptions of the ‘More Than God’ that we experience in our time and place. Neither this nor my previous book Setting Jesus Free have been written to upset those who are content with the creeds and doctrines of the Christian Church. Both books are primarily for those who:

  • remain in the Church by their fingertips, preferring the fellowship to the theology but wanting information to support and encourage them upon their own personal spiritual journeys;

  • are part of that growing band of people who wish to follow the ethics and lifestyle of Jesus but for whom the Church has ceased to have relevance;

  • are those with preaching and teaching responsibilities but who desire a new way of experiencing and describing their relationships with God and each other;

  • are progressive Christians needing more information to help them declare what they believe and how their faith as a follower of the Jesus Way helps them live transformed lives (I long for progressive Christians to be confident and to speak out, not aggressively but with non-triumphalist zeal and enthusiasm).

  At the end of reading Setting Jesus Free a reviewer sent me an adaptation of Sidney Carter’s song I danced in the morning…

  
    I danced on a Friday but the sky stayed blue

    It’s hard to know what is false and what is true

    They buried my body and they thought I’d gone

    You believed too much so I sent you John!

    (Churcher)

  

  Although this book follows on from Setting Jesus Free both can be read as freestanding. As you read this book, my advice to you is not to believe anything just because I explain what is true for me. Test it out and only in the lived experience will it become really true for you. There are three guiding principles underpinning this book:

  • I cannot change history only interpret it so that it makes sense to me at this instant.

  • I cannot know or control tomorrow, only anticipate it.

  • It is in this moment alone when I have control over how I respond to others and how I live my life.

  Many questions were put to me after the publication of Setting Jesus Free, and most seemed to involve questions about my, rather than the questioners’, beliefs. But what is ‘belief’? As far as I am concerned it has nothing to do with creeds, doctrines, dogma, or pleasing the Old Man Above the Sky kind of God with piety, prayer and good living. My ‘belief’ can be summed up as ‘two sides of the same coin’:

  First, it is about the way in which Jesus lived, the way of agape love.

  • This set him apart and made all the difference so that for those who wanted to see the God in him found it within the highest qualities of his humanity and vision. As I understand it, the life lived by Jesus was one of abundance – not material but of love, personal sacrifice and servant-hood. It was in Jesus the Special One that the indwelling God surfaced completely and uniquely.

  Second, it is about the way in which I try to live:

  • the more fully human I can become then the more I will experience the sacred. My belief is not about seeing life through rose-colored spectacles – it is not unrealistic. As I look at the daily news I know that there is a lack of humanity in all of us, and downright evil in some [see Appendix One for an example].

  It is the Hindi word ‘Namaste’ or ‘Namaskaram’ (depending upon which part of India one references) that explains my understanding of the sacred. This word means, “May the God in me welcome and respect the God in you.” It is this Namaste Spirit that was in Jesus that is in you and me.

  A reader of Setting Jesus Free described me as a ‘Christian Humanist’ and I like that! However, I readily admit that there is a huge difference between my intentions and my accomplishments. But the ideal, as I see it, is the compassionate agape way of Jesus. Compassion should be the pathway into the sacred experience for all people. Such compassion will change the ordinary into the extraordinary of the ever-present sacred that is within us and about us.

  My approach to the Bible

  In Setting Jesus Free I highlighted the reasons for considering the Bible not to be God’s Word in the sense that it was dictated letter by letter by God taking over writing hands and blank minds. It is my understanding and experience that the Bible is a human construct trying to explain each writer’s experience of the sacred. But I emphasize again here that I approach the Gospel of Mark, as with all the Scriptures, with the understanding that it is record of a sacred encounter but described through the only things available to any of us, Mark included, the limitations of human words to describe the indescribable.

  As I study the history of the Christian Church I see a distortion of what I understand to be the authentic message of the first century failed Jewish reformer of the Judaism of his day – Jesus of Nazareth. His life, witness and stories told constantly of what Funk (2002) calls “celebration” and a “radical inclusiveness”.

  Consequently there are many within the Church who perceive me as being a threat, but I can only maintain my integrity as both an ordained minister and as a follower of the Jesus Way of agape love if I challenge the belief, creeds, doctrines and dogma of the Church rather than go quietly into the night.

  As I experience the ‘churchianity’ of the industrialized world I see gathering storm clouds and troubles ahead for its ever-dwindling Christian Church. It is essential that we all face the reality of the music that is coming to us from the world beyond the doors of the church: we need to listen and then to dance not just with new ways of expressing the Jesus experience but to Jesus rediscovered – the Jesus before the 4th century creeds ‘got hold’ of him!

  Over recent years, Karen Armstrong has assisted my understanding of the nature of spirituality and the Bible in the books that she has authored. In The Bible Armstrong offers two helpful definitions to assist us as we approach the Scriptures, ‘logos’ and ‘mythos’.

  She defines ‘logos’ from the Greek meaning ‘reason and an explanatory word’. In this context the ‘logos’ of God was associated with the Wisdom and Word of God that was responsible for Creation itself and which continues to speak with human beings at all times and in all places. Armstrong reminds us that it is in the preamble of John’s Gospel that the assertion is made that God’s Logos Word had been brought to life in Jesus of Nazareth.

  Armstrong defines ‘mythos’ as another Greek word meaning ‘any non-historical or fictional story’ that was created to articulate the truth of an incident. A ‘myth’ is created so that individuals in all generations can recognize its authenticity within their own experiences. In this way, the experiential truth of the ‘myth’ happens not just once but also happens continually.

  In her earlier book, The Battle for God, Armstrong highlights the differences between the ways in which pre-modern and post-modern worlds view history. The former had far less interest in the factuality of history than the latter. The pre-modern view of history was much more ‘mythos’, as an exploration of meaning, than as the factually correct ‘logos’ history recording that an event had actually happened. Armstrong says that to question the historical accuracy of the Bible record of, for example, Moses leading the people of the Exodus from Egypt into the Promised Land is to misunderstand the characteristics and objective of the story.

  It is important to understand Armstrong’s differentiation between ‘logos’, as being a factual report of an actual incident and ‘mythos’, a telling of a story packed with sacred meaning and truth if only we would look for it beyond the unscientific and the unbelievable elements of the story itself. My reference to and use of mythos and logos is based upon the line of reasoning that the writers of the Bible really did understand the difference between the two. If we confuse these – if we read what is essentially imaginative mythos as though it was factually true logos, we impair our understanding of the Scriptures.

  In my experience the Bible is not a ‘promise box’ into which one may dig to find a verse to support one’s own personal or corporate prejudices. For sure there will be a verse somewhere that, when taken out of context, can give an answer to a question for which a particular person seems to need ‘Biblical authority’ for its validation! Nor is the Bible a set of answers to every question that is posed. It is an open book in that there are contradictions that need to be treated as just that – contradictions because they reflect the context and the experiences of the writers at their own times and in their own particular places. The Bible was not written all at the same time. Nor did it come as a complete package from heaven!

  One of the reviewers of Setting Jesus Free, Revd. Jairo Mejia was extremely complimentary but also highlighted the fact that in my list of resource books there was no mention of the work of Hans Küng. This sent me back to my bookshelves where I found an important work that meant nothing to me when I first read it but I now see how its thinking has influenced other writers who have subsequently enlightened my journey of faith [see Appendix Two]. Although the greatest contemporary influences upon my spiritual journey over the past 20 years or so have been Karen Armstrong, Marcus Borg, John Dominic Crossan, Elaine Pagels and John Shelby Spong, underpinning it all has been Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976). Bultmann was concerned with demythologizing the Jesus supernatural stories, such as walking on the water and raising the dead, so that the message rather than the ‘historicity’ could speak afresh to those of us in the post-modern industrialized world for whom the supernatural is mainly found in movie theatres and novels. Along with Bultmann, my concern is to relate the mythos to the human condition so that it can shine a sacred light upon who and what we are as human beings who have yet to reach the fullness of humanity. However, I set the demythologizing of the Jesus supernatural stories within the Armstrong context of logos and mythos, leaving, you, the reader, to decide what is logos, mythos or Midrash.

  I said a great deal about Midrash in Setting Jesus Free but I need to say more about it now. Midrash is a Hebrew word that means an interpretation of the Torah by digging out and shedding light on the meaning of the story. After all, the original purpose of the Torah was that of instruction or teaching. It was never intended to be an encumbrance but rather to be advice for life within the community of ‘God’s Chosen People’.

  Midrash was developed through rabbinic argument, debate and dialogue and as a result was and remains greatly creative. It became a literary genre in its own right in that it was the way in which the ancient stories were explored, interpreted and explained for two purposes. According to Goulder’s seminal book Midrash and Lection in Matthew (1974) Midrash was used [a] to edify and exhort the congregation, and [b] to reconcile the old teachings and ways with the new circumstances and experiences of the congregation. Isn’t that what preachers and teachers do today without knowing or acknowledging that they, too, are using a form of Midrash?

  Even in the time of Jesus, and for those Jews who followed him and were responsible for the writing of the pastoral letters and three of the Gospels in the Christian Testament, it was the major way in which the ancient stories were interrogated and applied to life.

  Midrash can be divided into two basic types; the first is known as ‘halakhah’, meaning ‘to walk’. This was the rabbinic interpretation and assistance on how to keep the Laws given by God and recorded in the Torah. The second form of Midrash is known as ‘haggadah’, which means ‘to tell the story’ in such a way that is accessible to all.

  The Hebrew Testament, and subsequently the Christian Testament, always has sacred truth to offer to all times and in all places. Midrash is a legitimate rabbinic and inspired attempt to interpret the ancient eternal teachings so that they can be applied to contemporary situations using present-day and relevant language and thought forms. However, my understanding of Midrash convinces me that the Scriptures cannot be cherry-picked and applied unthinkingly to our contemporary times, circumstances and events.

  We need to interpret and accept the Bible along with all its contradictions, and to learn to live with uncertainty and open-endedness. To do otherwise, to read the Scriptures literally, is to corrupt the text and to distort the Truth of the Eternal Spirit as it was interpreted by the writer within his [sic] experience described. The sooner we realize this and accept the truth of the confusion and contradiction, the sooner we can start to experience Jesus as he really was, so uniquely full of humanity that people experienced the fullness of the divine within him.

  That is what the saints of the church have always been. We have seen this in people like Mother Theresa, Martin Luther King and Desmond Tutu, people so full of humanity and wisdom that we see the immense love and compassion that is God shining through their deeds and words.

  It may not surprise you that I am often accused of failing to preach the Bible. I refute this accusation. I always preach the Bible but not in the way that literalists or fundamentalists seem to think is the only way to read and to interpret the Scriptures. I encourage people to love the Bible for what it really is: stories that interpret the struggle of human writers with the sacred Spirit, trying to understand the presence of the sacred within their own times and experiences. It is this human struggle with the sacred Spirit that makes the Bible divinely inspired. It is this same human struggle for understanding concerning the presence of the sacred in contemporary daily life that enables the Bible to be an inspiration of the divine for its readers in all times and all places.

  We now come to a thorny issue concerning Jesus of Nazareth – was he a heretic or a prophet? In my understanding a prophet is a principal promoter of a movement or cause. From my studies of the Gospel stories, I conclude that Jesus was a leading advocate of a movement to unite and to reform the Judaism of his day, moving it away from 613 Laws to be rigidly adhered to, towards a way of life that was lived according to two principles: “Love God and love your neighbor as you love yourself.”

  This alone would have made Jesus into a prophet for those who followed him. It also made him a heretic to those Pharisees (later to be known as Rabbinic Judaism) and Sadducees (to disappear after the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 CE) who wanted to maintain all the Laws as they saw them and as they interpreted them – as much for political as for religious reasons. One person’s prophet is indeed another person’s heretic.

  But the issue of heresy is a non-issue until either the power of the leadership or the comfort of the general public is challenged by the life and witness of the so-called prophet or heretic. Jesus could have grown old as a respected citizen – if he had only stuck to exorcisms, healings and wisdom teaching. But by the end of the first chapter of Mark’s Gospel the outcome was inevitable.

  Apart from those in his hometown of Nazareth, crowds of people accepted and welcomed Jesus as a wisdom teacher, exorcist and healer. In their experience and interpretation, Jesus was becoming the prophet who was advocating a new way of living God’s will rather than living the way of the Pharisees and the Sadducees in their strict adherence to the Laws of Moses. But to the political and religious establishment – to the Jewish elite – Jesus was becoming an increasing threat and therefore was treated as a heretic who one way or another had to be stopped.

  The rest of Mark’s narrative unfolds the tragedy of what often happens when the prophet with right on his or her side challenges members of the elite who are exploiting their own power and might for either their own benefit or for the good of the people seen through the eyes of the powerful elites. And what of those within the Christian Church such as Bishop Spong who are prophets to some and heretics to others? They are prophets to progressive Christians who seek a new way of experiencing God, realizing that the Church cannot continue as it has been travelling for the past two millennia. But they are also heretics to hierarchies, fundamentalists and literalists afraid of what might happen if people, clergy and laity begin to openly ask difficult questions about the nature of belief and the future of the Church in this secular and post-modern world that is ours today.

  However, I want to urge you not to be too hasty in judging who are today’s heretics and prophets when it comes to interpreting the Scriptures and to challenging the ancient creeds and doctrines of a fading church. The history of the Christian religion is filled with those who were once thought to be heretics or dissenters who subsequently were welcomed as prophets. I think of the Augustinian monk Martin Luther who, by nailing his 97 Theses on the church door in Wittenburg in 1517, set in motion the great upheaval that created Protestantism out of the Catholic Church. To Protestants, Luther became a prophet but to the Catholic Church he was a heretic.

  I think of Galileo, tried as a heretic by the Catholic Inquisition for statements that he made in 1632, saying that the Earth was not the center of the universe. Now Galileo is seen, not only as a prophet of science for supporting the earlier work of Copernicus, but also as the father of modern science by no less a person than Stephen Hawking.

  “4Jesus said to them, “A prophet is not without honor except in his own town, among his relatives and in his own home.” [Mark 6:4, New International Version]

  As Spong reminds us, perhaps the main difference between heretics and prophets is only a matter of time?

  Heresy or not, the purpose of this present book is to continue attempting to set Jesus free from the chains of two millennia of church power-broking and creedal over-spiritualizing of the one who was so full of humanity that people who wished to experience divinity did so in him. I am immensely grateful for the Church in general and for the Methodist Church in particular. But I am desperately concerned about the future of the institutional Church in much of the industrialized world. If we are honest it does not have a future if we continue to think in the limited language, sciences and theologies of the fourth century. The Church is in desperate need of a new reformation so that it may reinvent itself for our time. This book is not intended to further undermine the historic mainline churches or their dwindling numbers of the faithful in the industrialized world – traditional worship and creedal Christianity is doing that quite successfully without my help.

  Dying to Live is intended to offer fresh ways of looking at the life and message of Jesus through Mark’s Gospel, so that we who wish to follow his ways can make better sense of the Namaste Spirit that is present in all our lives today. This book is part of an ongoing attempt to breathe new life into the Church in the hope that it will slow the rate of decline by making the Jesus message relevant to the post-modern world (and in Europe, the post-Christian world) in which we live.

  Knowing the context of the writing of the Scriptures is vital if we are to understand and interpret the stories so that they remain both within the Christian tradition and relevant to our contemporary world. Also we need to recognize a number of issues if we are to adequately interpret the Scriptures for our contemporary world. For example:

  • The historical background to the writing of the Scriptures, such as two-thirds of the Hebrew Testament, were written either during or in the immediate aftermath of the devastating time of exile in Babylon, some six centuries before the birth of Jesus. The Hebrew Scriptures are predominantly stories of exile and return, and we should interpret them within this context.

  • The importance of rabbinic argument in the exploration of the meaning of the ancient Torah’s 613 laws that were not designed to restrict but to give freedom and spiritual abundance to the people. The importance of rabbinic Midrash – the retelling of ancient stories into new contexts that link Jesus with being the new Moses and the new Elijah.

  • That not all the letters attributed to Paul in the Christian Testament were written by him or even in his lifetime, and that later ‘Pauline’ letters were written to undermine his radical social and religious beliefs.

  • That Paul was dead before Mark wrote the first of the four Gospels in the Christian Testament.

  • That Mark’s Gospel is the record of the Apostle Peter’s interpreted memories of his time with Jesus of Nazareth, and was the only Gospel written during a time of war between Palestine and Rome (64-73 CE).

  • That Mark’s Gospel was probably written in Greek but with Aramaic influences demonstrated in its geographic context and syntax suited more to the spoken languages of Palestine than to that of Rome. This may have reflected the influence of the Aramaic speaking and thinking Apostle Peter and his scribe and interpreter, Mark.

  • That Matthew’s Gospel is really Mark’s Gospel and the Q source, along with amendments and additional stories to meet the needs of the Matthew community after the execution of Jesus, somewhere between 80 and 90 CE (it was known to Ignatius of Antioch in 110). The final version of Matthew’s Gospel was written in Greek but there is scholarly discussion concerning the probability that the original version was written in the native language of Palestine.

  • That Luke’s Gospel, written in Greek, is Mark’s Gospel, Matthew’s Gospel and the Q source, with his own amendments and additions to reflect the fact that Luke was a Gentile convert to the teachings of Jesus. Although there is dispute as to the actual dating, most New Testament scholars date Luke between 85 and 90 CE.

  • John’s Gospel came later still, in the late 90s or very early 100s. Apart from the final nine chapters of John’s Gospel, it was a written record of developing theology rather than history of the actual life of Jesus.

  • That, in addition to these nine chapters, the history attributed to John in the Christian Testament can best be found in the three letters of John.

  • That all the Gospels were written in times of brutal persecution by the Roman Empire and for the communities of Matthew and Luke, in a time of excommunication from their synagogues. For the Jews, this meant the devastation of the denial of their birthright.

  • That not every saying attributed to Jesus in the Gospels was said by him, but reflected much more the interpretation of the stories and experiences of those who had been with Jesus.

  • That much of the content of the Gospels is social commentary and should be read that way.

  We do need to find new ways of experiencing and communicating the authentic pre-Constantine Jesus message to the world in which we live, free from creeds, doctrines, dogma and all the post-4th century words of the Church with which, I believe, Jesus of Nazareth would be extremely puzzled!

  However, it is important, even for progressive Christians like me, not to reject the roots but to build upon these to guide and to inform a contemporary interpretation of the Jesus way. I have no intention of allowing my spiritual quest to grow out of or away from its Christian roots.

  Dying to Live offers a challenge to all its readers to take the Bible seriously and to act upon what we find. This book is a further attempt at sharing contemporary Biblical scholarship with many who have no time for in-depth theological exploration but who want a faith that is intellectually satisfying and relevant to daily living. So there is one question that I hope every reader will constantly ask as you go through the pages: “What can I make of the sacred mythos so that it can be a living logos for me, lived out in my experience today and every day?”

  As we set out together on this journey of discovery in the Gospel of Mark, I ask all readers: “Will you be romanced by and dance a new dance to the beautiful music of the Namaste Spirit shown so fully in Jesus of Nazareth? Will you allow yourself to be set free from the creeds and doctrines of the past that are now increasingly irrelevant in the present for many in the Church and for those beyond the church?”


  Chapter One:

  Setting out on a Journey of Discovery

  From the outset it is critically important to make two points. The first concerns Mark’s Gospel itself. It is the memoirs of the Apostle Peter, told many times and eventually written down by Mark in the aftermath of the execution of both Peter and Paul. Over half of this Gospel records the last journey to Jerusalem and the events of that final week in the life of Jesus. Mark’s Gospel does not present Jesus talking about himself as ‘Son of God’ but as one who is totally concerned with what it means to live the compassion that is the Kingdom of God in the present time.

  The second point concerns this book, Dying to Live, in that all that follows is based on the premise that ‘myth’ is not a term of scholarly abuse but it is a positive statement that although an event may not be factually correct or even an historical occurrence, it is nonetheless full of creative sacred truth. Consequently, things do not have to be literally true for them to be intensely true in the experiences of the individuals concerned.

  There are many ways in which Mark’s Gospel can be interpreted and understood. In acknowledging that people interpret the Gospels in different ways I make known at this point that part of my personal perspective of interpreting the Gospels is within the context of a social justice agenda. I believe that social justice is the Namaste way of life. It was the driving force in the ministry and message of Jesus of Nazareth. This was put very clearly by West when he stated that God motivates any stance against injustice. He said that, if we are to take the cross seriously, social justice is an echo of God’s voice (2008, page 169).

  What now follows in the rest of this chapter is an overview of some of the different ways of reading and interpreting the Gospels. It deals with varying scholarly approaches that suggest alternative reasons as to why Mark’s Gospel was written. For example:

  • To fit into a developing Jewish Christian liturgy.

  • As a ‘narrative’ or a ‘myth-novel’ reflecting the social context of 7th decade Rome.

  • As an interesting biographical story of Jesus told by the Apostle Peter and written by Mark following the execution of his mentor, Peter.

  • As interpreted history in which Mark used a well-established literary genre to select his subject matter and then he exaggerated it to emphasize the significance of what he considered to be a particularly important event.

  This chapter also considers the way in which Matthew and then Luke plagiarized the Gospel of Mark and added their own stories to meet the developing needs and questions of their own communities. It also looks at the way in which ‘we’ can interpret the Bible through 21st century experiences and not the experiences of the original writers or later commentators. I suggest that we need to think through the extent to which our reading of a Bible story is our interpretation of the writer’s interpretation of his own experiences – and doubtless the two are not the same!

  This chapter is concluded with consideration of how the creeds and doctrines of the Church have come about.

  I suggest to readers who have little time to devote to this background information that you go straight to Chapter Two. However, for those who have the time to consider why I am convinced that the Gospels were not written in the way that we usually read them, then do continue reading through the rest of this chapter. I am sure that your time will not be wasted!

  Detailed background material

  One can read the Gospel in its simplest way – taken at face value and read as a chronologically and geographically accurate record of the ministry, life and death of Jesus of Nazareth. In this approach there is no need to be concerned with the context of the writing of the Gospel and, because it is ‘the Word of God’, it can be trusted to be true in all respects. This is the way in which Mark’s Gospel has been read and interpreted for centuries.

  Yet another way in which one can approach this Gospel is by following the scholarship of Goulder and Spong. Both have studied the 5th century manuscript of Mark’s Gospel, entitled the Codex Alexandrinus. This Codex has 49 sections, each one numbered and titled. Goulder and Spong have concluded that Mark’s Gospel is a succession of Sabbath readings linked directly to the Jewish liturgical lectionary cycle.

  To Goulder and Spong, the subject matter of Mark’s Gospel was neither an accurate chronological record of the adult life and death of Jesus, nor was it a random selection of events remembered from the life of Jesus. If Goulder and Spong are correct then the Peter/ Mark stories were selected and determined by the worship needs of their early Jewish-Christian community as it met in the Jewish synagogue alongside those Jews who rejected the Messianic claims assigned to Jesus by early Jewish Christian leaders.

  For example, Goulder and Spong suggest that by placing Mark 16, the Passion story of Jesus, to be read on the equivalent of our Easter Sunday, the rest of the Codex Alexandrinus sections fit into 49 weeks of the Jewish liturgy. Although reading Mark’s Gospel as a Jewish Christian liturgy leaves approximately one-third of the Jewish Sabbath cycle without comparable content, it is possible to identify which part of Mark applies to which part of the Jewish cycle.

  Goulder offers a further example in that the Jewish liturgical cycle included the book of Deuteronomy that was read over twelve Sabbaths. Careful comparison between Deuteronomy and Mark 10-12 (the journey of Jesus and his disciples from Galilee to Jerusalem) demonstrates a Midrashic mirror image at work. Examples include teaching on humility; schism within the fellowship; rules governing marriage and divorce; nurturing of children; affluence and possessions. Then in Mark 13 Jesus speaks of the imminent arrival of the Messiah and the end times of this world. This would have been the Jewish Christian reading for the exact Jewish Sabbath dealing with the time when the ‘old’ gave way to the ‘new’.

  When considering why the later Gospel of Matthew is longer than Mark’s, Spong suggests that additional stories were included to complete the gaps between Mark and the Jewish lectionary Sabbath cycle. It should be noted that most of the additional material in Matthew’s Gospel (and then copied by Luke) comes either side of Mark’s account: the genealogy and the birth stories of Jesus, and the period post-Easter to Pentecost. The Codex Alexandrinus edition of Matthew’s Gospel contains 69 named sections so there is sufficient material to mirror and supplement the entire Jewish Sabbath cycle. Matthew’s Gospel can also be broken into 5 distinctive blocks of teaching that follow and would have been read during the five great Jewish liturgical festivals.

  Goulder and Spong also state that this Christian Gospel/Jewish liturgical Sabbath and Festival lectionary approach is in fact Midrash at work. An example is that of the birth story of Jesus – it is the Midrash of the birth and babyhood of Moses. In this way of the Midrashim, the Synoptic Gospel writers took relevant stories from the Hebrew Testament and rewrote these into the Jesus context. As such, the Midrash of the Synoptic Gospel writers was never intended to be a historically factual record of what Jesus said and did. Doubtless the Gospels were written by taking ‘logos’ (factual events remembered by the Apostle Peter) and building the mythos (not to be read literally but nonetheless full of sacred truth) upon it to explain the ongoing Jesus experiences of the writers and their respective communities decades after the execution of Jesus.

  Part of me would like to think that Mark’s Gospel, being the nearest in our canon of Scripture to the events recorded, was written more or less in chronological order. However, whether or not Goulder and Spong are correct, Mark’s Gospel increasingly seems to me to be a work of creativity in which Mark took the ‘Jesus stories’ of Peter and reordered them into narrative sections to make the memories of Jesus more accessible and relevant to his community readers and listeners. As such, they probably do not represent an accurate chronological development of the ministry of Jesus. That is why I constantly write such as “according to the narrative” or “Mark now suggests” and similar indicators to remind the reader that I am aware of the rearranged narrative.

  However, the way in which I read and interpret the Gospel of Mark is to see it primarily as a ‘narrative’ or a ‘myth-novel’ written within the social context of 7th decade Rome, to encourage the faithful during times of persecution and execution. The more I read and study this Gospel, and the more that I can clear my mind of the gentile ‘Gospel’ interpretation and spin placed upon Mark since the turn of the first century, the more I can read it as an interesting biographical story of Jesus explored through the memories and oral stories told by the Apostle Peter.

  Furthermore, the Gospel of Mark was a compilation of stories originally written as continuous text without any chapters, paragraphs or numbered verses. It was not until the 13th century CE that Stephen Langton, Archbishop of Canterbury, developed the chapter structure that we have today. The first division of chapters into verses had to wait another two centuries before Robert Estienne did this.

  Also in this context it is important to cite the classical scholar, Francis Macdonald Cornford, Fellow of Trinity, Cambridge. I am grateful to Brian Wilson for offering guidance on the work of Cornford. Cornford studied the basic principles and myths that underpinned classical Greece. Among his publications was Thucydides Mythistoricus (1907) in which Cornford considered the work of the Greek historian Thucydides (460 BCE-395 BCE) and his exploration of the history of the 5th century BCE. Thucydides interpreted history by selecting his subject matter and then exaggerated it to emphasize the significance of a particular historical event.

  ‘Mythistoricus’ is a Cornford adjective/adjectival noun that I interpret as ‘myth-history’ and as such consider it to be appropriate in our exploration of the nature and purpose of the Christian Testament’s four Gospels. Increasingly I find that Mythistoricus is important when considering the way in which Mark interpreted the oral Jesus stories told him by the Apostle Peter: Mark embellished and rearranged these in a similar way to that in which Thucydides had explored his historical stories.

  Matthew, followed by Luke and then John all continued a similar ‘myth-history’ approach. Indeed, when I read John’s Gospel I see it even more as written in the genre of that used by Thucydides. However, far from removing the sacred truth from Jesus by suggesting that the Gospels were increasingly ‘myth-history’, I am convinced that such an approach to the Gospels adds to my experiences and descriptions of the sacred truth of ‘God’ within us and about us, met in Jesus.

  Although Mark’s Gospel was written specifically for his community at that time, in my opinion each generation needs to come afresh and to reinterpret the Scriptures for the contemporary times of the reader and not just those of the writer. Again, it is wrong to interpret the Scriptures as anything other than human creations, resulting from the struggles of the writers with the eternal Namaste Spirit to try to understand what their vision and experience of ‘God’ was doing in their time and place. It is the same Namaste Spirit with whom we struggle to interpret the Scriptures for ourselves today.

  Contemporary biblical scholarship is now more or less in agreement that the history-interpreted stories of Peter, recorded in Mark, were subsequently followed by Matthew, then Luke and finally by John. All were written, Gospel on Gospel, with an increasing number of explanatory stories and truth-packed myths about the person and work of Jesus of Nazareth, along with the obvious comment that both Hebrew and Christian Testaments are confusing and both contain a great many contradictions. It seems to me that none of the Gospels were written to be selected, subsequently, for a Canon of Christian Scripture!

  So what have all these conflicting statements, contradictions and chronological discrepancies got to do with being a Christian in the 21st century? In my opinion they are fundamental to the survival of both the Christian faith and the Christian Church in our industrialized world. We need to take the Gospels for what they are – stories about Jesus, adapted for particular people and their circumstances. If we can do this then contradictions and confusions become irrelevant. The Church is not infallible. The Gospel writers were not infallible. The Bible as a whole is not infallible.

  When we read and study the Bible we always need to go beyond the stories themselves. I cannot emphasize enough that to read the Bible primarily as mythos takes nothing away from its sacredness and means that it never had to be 100% historically true for it to be always true in personal experience.

  In our post-modern and post-Christian world it is not important to count up how many of the events and personalities in, for example, the birth or resurrection stories of Jesus we think are historically real. But it is vitally important for us and for the future of the Christian Church that we come to these Gospel stories knowing that they were written in their own particular ways, not because they were necessarily historically true but because they tell of the experiences of the sacred Namaste Spirit met in Jesus by the authors of the Mark, Matthew, Luke and John Gospels decades after the execution of Jesus.

  What we need to do is to seek the sacred meaning beyond the logos upon which these stories may or may not have been based. The most important search is within and beyond the creative mythos of the stories of the Scriptures so that our everyday lives in this broken and incomplete world are invigorated: so that our lives will be changed by the presence of the sacred within and about each one of us.
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