


[image: Cover]






God






OTHER BOOKS BY DAN BARKER


Godless: How an Evangelical Preacher Became One of America’s Leading Atheists (Foreword by Richard Dawkins)

The Good Atheist: Living a Purpose-Filled Life Without God (Foreword by Julia Sweeney)

Life Driven Purpose: How an Atheist Finds Meaning (Foreword by Daniel C. Dennett)

Losing Faith in Faith: From Preacher to Atheist

Free Will Explained: How Science and Philosophy Converge to Create a Beautiful Illusion

Just Pretend: A Freethought Book for Children

Maybe Right, Maybe Wrong: A Guide for Young Thinkers

Maybe Yes, Maybe No: A Guide for Young Skeptics






God

The Most Unpleasant Character in All Fiction

Dan Barker

FOREWORD BY RICHARD DAWKINS


[image: frn_fig_002.png]








[image: frn_fig_003.png]


An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of

The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200

Lanham, MD 20706

www.rowman.com

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2023 by Dan Barker

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Barker, Dan, author.

Title: God : the most unpleasant character in all fiction / Dan Barker ; foreword by Richard Dawkins.

Description: Lanham, MD : Prometheus, an imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc., [2023] | Includes index. | Summary: “Expanding on a concept from New York Times bestseller The God Delusion, former ordained minister and current atheist Dan Barker gives us a biblical play-by-play illustrating God’s not-so-admirable qualities”—Provided by publisher.

Identifiers: LCCN 2022051509 (print) | LCCN 2022051510 (ebook) | ISBN 9781633888760 (paperback) | ISBN 9781633888777 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: Bible. Old Testament.

Classification: LCC BL473 .B348 2023 (print) | LCC BL473 (ebook) | DDC 212/.7—dc23/eng/20230223

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022051509

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022051510

[image: frn_fig_004.png]The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.





Dedicated to the memory of Patricia Ruth Barker, who was infinitely nicer than God.





Bible Versions Abbreviation Glossary

AB = Amplified Bible


CEB = Common English Bible


CEV = Common English Version


CJB = Complete Jewish Bible


CSB = Christian Standard Bible


DR = Douay-Rheims


ESV = English Standard Version


GNT = Good News Translation


HCSB = Holman Christian Standard Bible


JUB = Jubilee Bible 2000


KJV = King James Version


LB = Living Bible (a paraphrase)


MEV = Modern English Version


NASB = New American Standard Bible


NCB = New Catholic Bible


NIV = New International Version


NLT = New Living Translation


NRSV = New Revised Standard Version


NWT = New World Translation


OJB = Orthodox Jewish Bible





Foreword

Next time you find yourself in a hotel, look in the bedside drawer. You know what you’ll find—it’s so predictable, you need scarcely bother to check. Yes, it’s the “Gideon Bible.” According to the Gideons’ own website, they have distributed nearly two billion bibles, free of charge around the world, since their founding in 1908. They claim to hand out bibles at a rate of two every second. Using a minimal estimate of the cost of production and distribution of a typical hardback book, the 81 million Gideon Bibles distributed in 2013 must have cost about $300 million, or about $1,000 for each of the 300,000 members of the Gideons organization. Tax-deductible, no doubt, but still we have here a very considerable outlay in cash and dedication. Why do they do it?

They do it, in their own words, “to make it possible for others to learn about the love of God by giving them access to his word.” Yet, if that really is their aim, I can’t help wondering how many of these loyal Gideons have actually read the bible. Even a cursory look at the bible should be enough to convince a reasonable person that it’s the very last document you should thrust in front of someone if you want to convince them of the love of God. If you happen to be a member of the Gideons, I challenge you to read Dan Barker’s book and then ask yourself why you don’t instantly resign. Indeed, I can’t help wondering whether a good many of those 300,000 Gideon subscribers are actually undercover atheists who have calculated that the best possible way to turn people against Abrahamic religion would be to expose them to the bible. Fortunately, from the point of view of the Gideons’ stated aim, I suspect that very few of their bibles are ever actually opened.

Dan Barker’s book had its origin, as his Introduction explains, in a single sentence of my own The God Delusion: the opening sentence of Chapter 2. It says that the God of the Old Testament is “arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction” and goes on to list nineteen character-traits that, if they were all combined in a single fictional villain, would strain the reader’s credulity to the point of ridicule. Certifiable psychopaths apart, no real human individual is quite so irredeemably nasty as to combine all of the following: “jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.”

The sentence has been controversial. I suspect that it is single-handedly responsible for The God Delusion’s reputation for “stridency,” for the rest of the book is far from strident. This is the sentence that led the British Chief Rabbi to accuse me of anti-Semitism—an accusation he graciously withdrew on further reflection. Apparently he had focused on the phrase “God of the Old Testament” and took it to mean “as opposed to the God of the New Testament.” He took this to mean the Jewish God as opposed to the Christian God, a comparison that revived cultural memories of pogroms and persecutions. Of course that was not my intention. Indeed I gave reasons, elsewhere in The God Delusion, for regarding the God of the New Testament as almost equally bad. There’s little in the Old Testament to match the horror of St. Paul’s version of the ancient principle of the scapegoat: the Creator of the Universe and Inventor of the Laws of Physics couldn’t think of a better way to forgive our sins (especially the sin of Adam, who never existed and therefore never sinned) than to have himself hideously tortured and executed in human form as vicarious punishment. As Paul’s Epistle to the Hebrews (9:22) puts it, “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.” To be fair, Paul’s authorship of this epistle is disputable, but it is fully in the spirit of his often-expressed doctrine of atonement.

From the day I wrote it, I always knew that every one of my list of nineteen nasty attributes could be fully substantiated in the bible, but I didn’t know quite how richly and thoroughly every one of them could be documented. It occurred to me that it would be an amusing exercise to make a picture with nineteen hyperlinks, each clicking through to a verse, or set of verses, from the bible. I soon realised that my biblical knowledge was inadequate to the task of assembling all the verses, and indeed that they were numerous enough to fill a book. A book! Now, there was an idea. Not a book that I could write. But I knew just the man who could. Dan Barker, of course. Fortunately he jumped at the idea, and this volume is the splendid result.

Dan knows his bible inside out. He’s preached from it, thrust it in the face of countless victims of the doorstepping young pastor he once was. He has now seen the light in a big way, and I know nobody better qualified to assemble this remarkable anthology of sheer, unadulterated nastiness.

What will the apologists say in response? “The bible was never meant to be taken literally.” Wasn’t it? Did the generations upon generations of scribes faithfully reproducing the story of Adam and Eve and the talking snake not take it literally? Really? Were the pious generations of churchgoers, through the Dark and Middle Ages, “theologically” sophisticated to realise it was all a metaphor? Really? When the peasants mustered to defy Richard II and sang “When Adam delved and Evé span / Who was then the gentleman?” did they mutter apophatically under their breath that, of course, it was never meant to be taken literally? Don’t be so ridiculous. Even today, more than forty percent of Americans think the world began exactly in the way Genesis describes, less than ten thousand years ago. The pretence by “sophisticated theologians” that the typical Christian in the pew doesn’t take the bible literally is nothing short of dishonest.
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But anyway, if not literally, how else might our apologists wish to interpret the Bible? As a set of moral tales? A handy guide to what’s right and wrong? What? Moral tales? You cannot be serious! Read this book.

Is it, perhaps, unfair of Dan and me to pick and choose illustrations of the unpleasant characteristics of God? Couldn’t an apologist come up with a similar list of virtues, backed up by an even larger list of supporting verses? Couldn’t the apologist compile a counter to my damning litany? “The God of the Old Testament is … magnanimous, generous, encouraging, forgiving, charitable, loving, friendly, good-humoured, supportive of women, of homosexuals, of children, freedom-loving, open-minded, broad-minded, non-violent.” Go on. Try and find those nice verses. Do your best. You think you’ll succeed? Want a bet?

We have all become acculturated to the idea that criticising religion is somehow not done, it’s bad taste, you just don’t do it. The result is that even mild criticism sounds a lot stronger than it really is. My Chapter 2, first sentence, is not mild. But it is nothing less than the truth, truth about both the letter and the spirit of the bible. The evidence? Read on.

Richard Dawkins





Preface to the 2023 edition

On January 6, 2021, rioters broke through barricades, battled police, and stormed the U.S. Capitol in a vicious attempt to overturn the results of a democratic election. Multiple factors motivated the mob—including Donald Trump’s false claim that the election was stolen as well as a general anger with liberal government—but many of the violent insurrectionists were convinced they were fighting a spiritual war. Some of the intruders sang the Christian march “Battle Hymn of the Republic” as they charged into the capitol. One carried the Christian flag. Some knelt in prayer. A Q-Anon shaman stood at the Senate podium and invoked the “Holy Father,” thanking “the divine, omniscient, omnipresent creator God … in Christ’s holy name.” Another believer was “pleading the blood of Jesus” over the Senate floor. One of the attackers who tried to kick in Senator Pelosi’s door later said, “God is on Trump’s side. God is not on the Democrats’ side. And if patriots have to kill 60 million of these communists, it is God’s will.”

Outside the capitol was a huge wooden Christian cross and a gallows (aimed at Vice President Pence) displaying the words “In God We Trust” and “God Bless the USA.” A picture of a white Jesus sporting a MAGA hat was on display. One woman raised a statue of the Virgin Mary above the crowd. A Catholic priest attempted to exorcise the demon Bahomet from the capitol while a Protestant choir sang, “Worthy is the lamb that was slain.” Some lifted the Holy Bible above their head. Others carried placards with scripture verses and proclaiming “Jesus Saves,” “Say Yes to Jesus,” “JESUS 2020,” and “Jesus is my Savior—Trump is my President.” Another said, “I am with you—God.”

But all of this was “the tip of the spear,” as one intruder described it. Pressure had been building for months before that. One group that formed alongside the Stop the Steal movement after Trump lost the 2020 election was called the Jericho March, a coalition of conservative Protestants and Catholics founded by federal workers who were convinced that God, not Biden, was the true leader of America. One of the cofounders claimed that just as Yahweh spoke to Joshua in ancient times, God spoke to him in November 2020, telling him to “let the church roar!” They held rallies and prayer vigils around the country. Mimicking the biblical attack on Jericho, they marched around state capitols blowing shofars—trumpets of ram’s horns that (according to the story in Joshua 6) the Israelites sounded as they assaulted the city. The modern-day Jericho marchers prayed, fasted, and asked God to overturn the results of the presidential election. The day before the insurrection, they circled the U.S. Capitol and other federal buildings seven times, blowing shofars to “make the walls of corruption tumble.”

After the savage January 6 attack, the Jericho March organizers tried to distance themselves from the violence. They claimed they were simply a peaceful group praying that God would retake control and make America great again. But if they were truly pacifists, why did they name themselves after a genocidal slaughter? Even though historians and archaeologists are convinced that Joshua and the Israelites did not destroy Jericho (it was demolished by Egypt long before that), the modern-day marchers certainly believed that Joshua’s biblical slaughter was factual. They were celebrating an unprovoked massacre of innocent civilians.

The “Battle of Jericho” was not a battle. The cities of Canaan were not threatening the Israelites. They were simply in the way of the Israelites’ expansionist goal of stealing the land they believed Yahweh had promised them. God’s chosen people were the aggressors in this story. After hearing that the Israelites had crossed the Jordan River in a miracle more impressive than the earlier crossing of the Red Sea, the kings of Canaan were so frightened that they lost all fighting spirit (Joshua 5:1). Joshua commanded his forty thousand troops, followed by the people, to march around Jericho once a day for six days led by priests blowing seven shofars. On the seventh and final day, they circled the terrified city seven times before the walls came tumbling down. There was no fight. God’s people simply marched in and slaughtered everything in sight.


They devoted the city to the LORD and destroyed with the sword every living thing in it—men and women, young and old, cattle, sheep and donkeys. (Joshua 6:21, NIV)



The 2021 Jericho Marchers claimed to decry the violence of January 6 but they did not condemn the mass murderer who called them to action. If they were truly caring people, they would denounce the biblical God as the most horrendous character in all literature.
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Since the original publication of God: The Most Unpleasant Character in All Fiction, a number of books have been published attempting to refute it. Some of them claim the book you are holding should be ignored because Richard Dawkins and I are not professional bible scholars: God’s word can be properly understood only by those who have been vigorously trained academically to interpret it correctly. But if that is true, then it is not God’s word. It’s their word. Nobody except seminary-educated academics should dare read it! If you are not a Bible scholar, they preach, you should not even try to understand the Old and New Testaments with your own feeble mind. I think you’ll agree with me that if there were a God who was wise and all-powerful then he would have made his message accessible to all readers at any level. Otherwise he’d be inept. The words of a perfect being should not have to be filtered through a particular theological lens—a human lens—before you or I can grasp what they mean. Moreover, evangelists and missionaries should cease handing out bibles around the world until they are convinced that we common people have been properly trained (by them, of course) to understand what these bibles really mean and not what they might appear to say to the average reader. If there is a god who gave us a book that is so easily misinterpreted, then he is reckless and uncaring.

You don’t have to be an expert to notice that the experts disagree. Theologians and apologists are always fighting with each other about what God’s word means. Let’s not allow them to dictate what we must think. Let’s read the bible for ourselves and decide, with an open mind and sincerity of intention, what we think it means.

I am not advocating anti-intellectual ignorance. There is value in biblical studies just as there is value in analyzing any literature, ancient or modern, to discern what those authors thought. Like all early writing, the bible contains passages that are now obscure to modern readers. (Which means it was not written to us.) Some of the defenders of God claim that I am failing to understand metaphor, hyperbole, or outdated figures of speech or that I am ignoring the broader context although I addressed that criticism in the introduction to this book.

Translators are aware of the hazards of interpretation, and most bible translators make honest attempts to make it intelligible to modern readers although, as we will see later, some of them cannot resist making it conform to their own theology. I would suggest that you not limit yourself to one version. You will see that I have quoted from twenty English translations in this book and refer to thirty more. I think you, the reader, should decide if the bible makes sense to you. And if you don’t think you can do that, then don’t bother reading it. Just let the preachers spoon-feed their interpretation to you.

Some apologists and theologians actually take the Bible at face value. Yes, God committed and commanded what you and I have no choice but to call genocide and infanticide. Those dreadful deeds—all of the disgusting characteristics Dawkins describes—did occur, they claim, but we cannot condemn God because we mere humans, unable to see the bigger picture, don’t know that God did not have a “morally sufficient reason” for his actions. In other words, we can’t criticize God because we are not God. But if there is any force to that circular argument, it cuts both ways: if we can’t say God is bad, then neither can we say he is good. No matter how theologically or biblically trained you might be, you are epistemically incapable of knowing you are not worshipping an evil deity.
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This 2023 edition of God: The Most Unpleasant Character in All Fiction has been expanded from the 2016 edition. To the original nineteen chapters of Part 1, “Dawkins Was Right,” and the eight chapters of Part 2, “Dawkins Was Too Kind,” I have added three more chapters: Chapter 28, “Homicidal”; Chapter 29, “Evil”; and Chapter 30, “Terrorist.” Some of the passages from Chapter 7, “Bloodthirsty,” have been moved to Chapter 28.

You may notice some occasional repetition of verses in the book. This is because some passages illustrate more than one category.





Introduction

One of the most valued objects in my office is a signed copy of The God Delusion—not the published book, but the informally bound manuscript that Richard Dawkins sent to his publisher. Annie Laurie and I were at a Humanist conference in Reykjavik in 2006 when Richard told us he had an extra copy and offered it to us. I have observed visitors breaking the tenth commandment while ogling that treasure on my bookshelf.

We knew it would be an important work, and reading it before it hit the bookshelves was like getting a sneak preview of a movie. What we did not anticipate was that it would become such a blockbuster outside of the scientific and freethought communities. Many people have told me that The God Delusion changed their lives.

The book is a passionate defense of reason; but since it challenges precious beliefs, some believers have projected their anger back onto the author, calling Dawkins strident and contentious. When a doctor attacks disease, we praise the aggressiveness; but when Dawkins confronts sectarian savagery, he is accused of malpractice. That is unfair. There is precious little in The God Delusion that might be deemed strident.

However, the first sentence in Chapter 2 has especially raised hackles:


The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.



Needless to say, that renowned sentence has been highly controversial. In order to answer his critics, Richard asked me to help him gather biblical citations. His original plan was a Keynote spider diagram. The body of the spider would be the beginning of the sentence and each of the nineteen legs would be labeled one of the theistic attributes. Clicking on “ethnic cleanser,” for example, would bring up “You shall drive out all the inhabitants of the land from before you … for I have given you the land to possess” (Numbers 33:52–53), followed by more Old Testament verses. As I was sending the compilations, it became clear that the lengthy lists would overwhelm a simple slide. He then had the idea that this wealth of documentation would make a good book (pun intended), with each spider leg becoming a whole chapter. You hold the result in your hands.
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The bible should be allowed to speak for itself. It is, after all, a purported message between the creator and his creatures—you and me—and should be accessible to all of us, not just to experts. It can be simply opened and read. I am not a professional bible scholar; I was just an ordained minister with a degree in religion from an evangelical university, who preached from every book of the bible as a pastor, missionary, and evangelist for nineteen years. I took two years of biblical Greek and learned something about Hebrew literary styles. I know my way around concordances, lexicons, bible dictionaries, and commentaries, and have consulted academics more knowledgeable than myself while preparing for the more than 140 public debates I have done as an atheist since leaving the ministry in 1984. But I’m not claiming to be a great authority. You don’t have to be an expert to notice that the experts disagree. Just like you don’t need a Ph.D. in Literature to appreciate the classics, neither should you be prohibited from simply opening the so-called Good Book to see what it actually says.

That is the purpose of this book. If you have never read the bible, you might like to know what is in it. If you are a believer, you should be happy to see us promoting bible reading. As a former clergyman, let me offer some counsel: don’t take the word of your pastor, rabbi, or priest. My hope is that you will do what Richard Dawkins has done and simply read the bible for yourself.
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God: The Most Unpleasant Character in All Fiction contains verses from all thirty-nine books of the Old Testament. Instead of simply handing you a laundry list, I decided to start each chapter with one or two biblical stories illustrating the particular aspect of God’s character in Richard’s impressive list. I sometimes add personal remarks, but you can ignore those and draw your own conclusions.

Beyond the nineteen spider legs, a second part rounds out this book. Chapters 20 through 30 expand on Richard’s list, and Chapter 31 extends it into the New Testament.

You will notice that I don’t capitalize “bible.” That is a personal preference. The newspaper Freethought Today, published by the Freedom From Religion Foundation, has used this convention for decades. It is not disrespectful; it is un-respectful. Most writers capitalize the word, but I only do it when it appears in an actual book title, such as the New American Bible. That is exactly how we handle “dictionary,” “thesaurus,” and “lexicon.” We don’t capitalize the adjective “biblical,” which we would do if it were referring to a proper noun, like “Victorian.” I think “The Holy Bible” is a cultural construct without a direct referent. Because there are so many different bibles in various languages, translations, canons, and arrangements, we cannot pretend we are talking about one particular book.

There are dozens of English translations. I chose the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) for the narrative sections of this book. In my reading, this seems to be the version most often used by scholars. Unless indicated otherwise, all biblical quotations are from the NRSV. For the list sections, I use a variety of translations. The King James Version (KJV) is sometimes useful for its familiarity and poetic language, but is not always the most accurate. Biblical translations vary widely and sometimes contradict each other, which is a curious state of affairs for the allegedly most important book to humanity written by a caring and powerful creator. In my book Godless I show, for example, how the evangelical New International Version (NIV), while often very good, sometimes distorts and obscures the meaning of the text, making problem passages disappear. You are welcome to compare my choices with your favorite version, but be aware of the occasional uncertainties and ambiguities. If you are not a translator (and even translators disagree), the best you can do is compare the passage in different English versions.

Reading the bible can be laborious, especially during long passages. I have tried to make the task easier by boldfacing the relevant words in each verse. If you are in a hurry, simply scan for the boldface and come back later for the context.

I have avoided footnotes, and there is little reference in the text to scholars and authors—such as Annie Laurie Gaylor’s fine work on bible sexism, Hector Avalos’s excellent scholarship on biblical violence, or Steve Wells’s comprehensive skeptical commentary—but you will see them in the Bibliography. I have tried to let the bible speak for itself.
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I have to say a few words in anticipation of the inevitable criticisms a book like this will ignite.

At the National Prayer Breakfast on February 6, 2015, in Washington, D.C., President Barack Obama said, “No God condones terror.” He claimed the Islamic State is “warping” religion: “As people of faith, we are summoned to push back against those who try to distort our religion—any religion—for their own nihilistic ends.” But in the bible, Obama’s own deity actually uses the word “terror” to describe his intentions (as you will see in Chapter 30, “Terrorist”), for example: “I will make them an object of terror and of plunder” (Ezekiel 23:46). That is what strident looks like. Despite these unambiguous theistic threats, many believers profess that their Lord is a god of love and peace. While they acknowledge there is violence in the Old Testament, they claim their God cannot be blamed for the terrorism committed in his name. Talking about faith-based violence in the Middle East, Obama said on September 10, 2014: “No religion condones the killing of innocents.” However, as you read the chapters ahead, you will see that Obama is wrong: the God of the Old Testament not only condoned but commanded and committed the killing of innocents. Those who disagree with this fact because they are squeamish or in denial must first confront the plain meaning of the text before invoking personal theology to try to whitewash what the words actually say.

Some believers argue that the “wicked” people God exterminated were deserving of their punishment. God’s genocide was a just genocide, they preach, because the sinful Canaanites brought it on themselves. However, the only reason they think the Canaanites were more corrupt than other cultures is because the bible says they were. Archaeologists have not discovered that any of the Canaanite populations were any worse or better than other groups in that time of history. As we will see, the Israelites (so the bible says) practiced God-ordained infanticide, genocide, kidnapping, slavery, and rape. They killed thousands of animals in religious rituals. They treated their wives and daughters as disposable property. They proudly executed interracial couples, homosexuals, heretics, nonbelievers, and the disobedient. As you read the following chapters, you will notice that the words “evil” and “wicked” did not mean in the bible what we take them to mean today: they merely meant worshipping another god. Simply having the wrong religion made you a bad person, regardless of your actions. The Israelites barbarized the “evil” Canaanites like warring people have dehumanized their enemies throughout history.
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“But you’re taking it out of context,” we often hear. Many biblical inerrantists tell me that if I would situate those harsh Old Testament passages within a broader picture, I would see that God is overall truly good, like a loving but stern parent. They think “The Bible” is an intact and coherent book, a unitary “Word of God” that explains itself harmoniously no matter which author you are reading. A verse or two might seem shockingly immoral close up but, stepping back, we can see God’s grander plan and know that although he is uncompromising in his holiness, he is actually a wise, wonderful, merciful, forgiving Father.

Really? Under what possible context is genocide or rape justifiable?

When I ask those believers to give me the context of a troublesome passage, they often produce a verse from another part of the bible—sometimes written centuries later in another language and country, with a different agenda—such as “Whoever does not love does not know God, for God is love” (1 John 4:8, written in Greek around the year 100 C.E.). Rather than seeing this rebuttal verse as contradictory and anachronistic, they pretend that it explains and justifies the crime against humanity they are trying to excuse. I have presented more than fifteen hundred horrific passages in this book, often describing the context and the Hebrew words, but if a believer can find one or two selections by another author claiming “God is not like that,” somehow I am the one taking it out of context.

Yes, context is crucial. I am often taken out of context by theistic debaters, and we are speaking the same language in the same culture. If something is truly out of context, I would like to know how. But I think what believers most often mean by “context” is not the broader meaning of a verse as understood by the writers and readers of that time, as the words were used and allusions were grasped in their language and culture, considering the passages before and after the verse as well as the overall purpose of the book within which it resides; I think what they really mean by context is “my theology.” (I have written elsewhere that theology is really me-ology.) Their lives are devoted to their God and they naturally rush to his defense. They want me to see God the way they do, so that I might accept his atrocities as a small part of a greater holy and righteous plan.

Does the bible seem troublesome? Then simply say “context,” and presto: evil becomes good.

It is not hard to find contrasting verses, but how can a handful of sycophantic praises mitigate hundreds of cruel commands and bloodcurdling barbarities? Actions speak louder than words. If Yahweh behaves like a thug, his reputation can’t be redeemed by one of his minions simply parroting “God is love.”
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The word “love” occurs in the Old Testament about 400 times, but most of those are top-down: God telling his people that he loves them, or commanding them to love him. Love is almost always connected with obedience and ownership in the bible. It is a possessive one-way dynamic, like a master demanding total adoration from his slaves or a husband requiring his wife to be submissive and attentive. God’s love is exclusive: he cherishes his chosen people only. God’s love is conditional: he cares only for those who keep his commandments. Very rarely do we see any Israelites declaring that they love God. The psalmist (usually identified as the genocidal King David) twice said he loved God (Psalm 18:1, 116:1), and the author of 1 Kings tells us that King Solomon “loved the Lord” by burning a thousand animals on an altar (1 Kings 3:3–4). Solomon also loved 700 wives and 300 concubines, and his love for God did not stop him from worshipping idols and ultimately tearing the kingdom apart. It is clear those people did not “love” their god in any normal human understanding of the word.

The first time the word “love” appears in the bible is when God told Abraham to burn the son that he loved:


He said, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering.” (Genesis 22:2)



In the Old Testament, “love” is truly an alien word. In context, love for God almost always meant cowering commitment, self-denial, and sacrifice, not a freely chosen joyful adoration. As we will see, God requires his lovers to fear him, which turns adoration into a compulsive disorder.
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“You are taking it too literally,” we sometimes hear from sophisticated believers. I am often told by wise Christians who know how to handle subtlety that I am still reading the bible like a fundamentalist, taking it at face value instead of grasping the allegory and underlying meaning suggested by the literary form. When God told his people to exterminate “every man, woman, and child,” he didn’t actually mean they should murder innocent babies. That was a figure of speech, they insist, like “lock, stock, and barrel.” They offer no evidence for such a claim, but confidently know that since their loving God could not have been malicious, the text must not mean what it actually says. When Psalms 137:9 says believers should be happy to dash babies against the rocks, we have to understand that the Psalms are songs. Like all poets, the psalmist utilized irony, exaggeration, and figures of speech. It’s a metaphor! How can I be so dense not to see this?

Suppose a man proclaims to his wife: “I love you so much, my darling, that if you ever look at another man, I will burn your eyes out with a hot poker.” When she objects in horror, he smiles and replies, “Calm down. It’s a poem. Don’t take it literally. The important thing is the message of love underlying my artistic choice of words.”

The husband may have been joking, but it’s a bad joke. Anyone who talks like that is a dangerous person, or at least crudely insensitive. If I were that woman, I would start running toward the closest shelter.

Yes, there is metaphor in the bible. When Jesus is called the “Lamb of God,” we don’t start looking for a pair of wool shears. But where do we draw the line? How do those highly sophisticated believers decide what is fact and what is fiction?

I think we should read the bible like any other writings, just like millions of normal people have done throughout the centuries without the aid of scholars by their side explaining what it really means. Most believers, trusting that God is capable of making his message clearly and easily known to all humankind, have simply read the bible for what it appears to say to the reasonable reader. We should always start with the face value. It is the face value, after all, that gives metaphor its punch. We should stick with the face value unless it is impossible to do otherwise, or unless there is a stated or understood reason to interpret it figuratively. Obvious irony, hyperbole, and poetic license are good reasons to interpret a text less literally. But we should not simply unsheathe the sword of allegory whenever we read passages that make us uncomfortable. Is there something in the bible you don’t like? Well, simply say “metaphor,” and the problem goes away!

True believers should not want this to happen. They should insist that metaphor be invoked as sparingly as possible. Otherwise, anything goes. Yes, the Prodigal Son is a parable, and Adam and Eve may be symbolic archetypes, but why stop there? If we can draw the line where we choose, what other characters might we deem to be allegorical exaggerations? What is to stop me from saying that Yahweh himself is just one huge figure of speech?
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I need to head off any “gotcha” readers who think that since Dawkins and I are criticizing “God,” we must be agreeing that he exists. I hear this all the time. But the title of this book is God: The Most Unpleasant Character in All Fiction. The word “fiction” is right on the cover. As you read the following pages where I write “God said this” or “God did that,” don’t imagine I am treating an invented character as a real person. It would be excruciatingly tedious to keep qualifying “God, a fictional character,” or “God, the deity depicted in the Hebrew stories,” or say “Yahweh (the god described in the literary account) allegedly performed an (unlikely) action.” If you agree with me that the Big Bad Wolf was a bad guy, then you know how to handle literary (not literalist) criticism.

The Big Bad Wolf blew down some flimsy cartoon houses. The God of the Old Testament destroyed whole civilizations. He drowned the entire population of the planet. He is not the only bad egg in literature, but he is the most unpleasant character in all fiction. Richard is careful to say this is “arguable,” but how could we argue otherwise?

Can you think of a fictional villain who was worse? Shakespeare’s Richard III, Macbeth, King Lear, Claudius, and Iago were treacherous and mad, but their deeds involved a handful of victims. They were monsters of human dimensions, not biblical proportions. Dracula’s craving was a mere drop in the bucket compared to the oceans of blood demanded by Yahweh (see Chapter 7). Simon Legree from Uncle Tom’s Cabin is a pale copy of the slave-master of the Old Testament (see Chapter 27). Dr. No from the James Bond series, Sauron from The Lord of the Rings, The Joker from Batman, Mr. Hyde of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Cruella de Vil from The Hundred and One Dalmatians, Mrs. Coulter from His Dark Materials, Hannibal Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs, the Wicked Witch of the East in The Wizard of Oz, Voldemort from the Harry Potter books, Captain Hook from Peter Pan—these are all comical caricatures of evil compared with the swaggering scoundrel of scripture.

What about Satan? Most bible believers think the Devil is the personification of evil, but what were his actual deeds? Count them. You can show the number of his victims on your fingers. Satan, in the bible, murdered only ten people. And even this was accomplished only with the direct authority and approval of God (see Chapter 18). Poor Satan gets all the blame and none of the respect he desires. Is it any wonder that the legal term for unpredictable, uncontrollable, and destructive events is not “act of Satan,” but “act of God”?
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Richard Dawkins was not the first to chastise the God of the Old Testament. He reminds us that Thomas Jefferson came to an almost identical conclusion about the “terrific character” of the Jewish god. (“Terrific” used to mean “terrifying” or “terrible.”) Talking about Jesus, Jefferson wrote:


His object was the reformation of some articles in the religion of the Jews, as taught by Moses. That sect had presented for the object of their worship, a being of terrific character, cruel, vindictive, capricious and unjust. (Letter to William Short, August 4, 1820)



A couple of decades earlier, Thomas Paine had written:


Whenever we read the obscene stories, the voluptuous debaucheries, the cruel and torturous executions, the unrelenting vindictiveness, with which more than half the bible is filled, it would be more consistent that we call it the word of a demon rather than the word of God. It is a history of wicked-ness, that has served to corrupt and brutalize mankind; and, for my part, I sincerely detest it, as I detest everything that is cruel. (The Age of Reason, Part I, 1794)



In the nineteenth century, the great orator Robert G. Ingersoll remarked, “If a man would follow, today, the teachings of the Old Testament, he would be a criminal. If a man would follow strictly the teachings of the New, he would be insane” (Interviews on Rev. Talmage, Interview 3, 1882). Elizabeth Cady Stanton, working for women’s equality, said: “The Bible and the Church have been the greatest stumbling block in the way of women’s emancipation” (The Woman’s Bible, 1895, 1896).

Mark Twain wrote about the biblical god:


The fear that if Adam and Eve ate of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge they would “be as gods” so fired his jealousy that his reason was affected, and he could not treat those poor creatures either fairly or charitably, or even refrain from dealing cruelly and criminally with their blameless posterity…. [H]e has almost bankrupted his native ingenuities in inventing pains and miseries and humiliations and heartbreaks wherewith to embitter the brief lives of Adam’s descendants. (Letters From The Earth, Letter VI, 1910)



Ruth Hurmence Green, a Missouri grandmother and author of The Born Again Skeptic’s Guide to the Bible, said:


I had been taught that the bible was a good book…. Instead, I found a record of such superstitious silliness and ignorance, such moral obscenities, such ghastly atrocities that I had never even imagined. I found the bible’s personalities, God’s favorites, and even God himself to be utter reprobates. In this book, where I had expected to find simple guidelines, every kind of behavior that was repugnant to me was glorified and rewarded, even perpetrated and commanded by God himself…. There wasn’t one page of this book that didn’t offend me in some way. In fact, after a session of reading it, I always wanted to go and take a bath in grandma’s lye soap. (From the film A Second Look at Religion, 1980, produced by the Freedom From Religion Foundation)



The year after The God Delusion was published, Christopher Hitchens came out with his bestseller God Is Not Great. (The title was actually “god is Not Great.” He capitalized “Bible” but not “god.”) Like Dawkins, Hitch-ens had actually read the Old Testament for himself and independently arrived at similar conclusions:


The Bible may, indeed does, contain a warrant for trafficking in humans, for ethnic cleansing, for slavery, for bride-price, and for indiscriminate massacre, but we are not bound by any of it because it was put together by crude, uncultured human mammals.

Violent, irrational, intolerant, allied to racism and tribalism and bigotry, invested in ignorance and hostile to free inquiry, contemptuous of women and coercive toward children: organized religion ought to have a great deal on its conscience.



Hitchens was careful to state that “organized religion” should have a great deal on its conscience. He recognized, as Dawkins does, that in spite of their terrific holy books, most individual believers are nicer than god. They have risen above the brutality of the bible. This book illustrates what we have risen above.





I
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DAWKINS WAS RIGHT
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Jealous and Proud of it


“A jealous and avenging God is the Lord, the Lord is avenging and wrathful.”

—NAHUM 1:2



Richard Dawkins could not have found a better way to begin his list.

If we were forced to reduce the entire Old Testament to a single word, what would it be? It would not be “love.” There is not enough love there to fill a communion cup. It would not be “law.” Most biblical edicts are dictatorial commands with a divine purpose aimed at something other than the common good.

The one word that sums up the scenario between Genesis and Malachi is “jealousy.” Almost every page, every story, every act, every psalm, every prophecy, every command, every threat in those 39 ancient books points back to the possessiveness of one particular god who wanted to own and control his chosen lover by demanding total devotion. “Love me! I am better than the others! Don’t look at them—look at me!”


You shall acknowledge no God but me, no Savior except me. (Hosea 13:4)



That’s the Old Testament in a nutshell. Jealousy.
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The whole point of the Ten Commandments was jealousy.

If you want some great entertainment, watch the 1956 movie The Ten Commandments, directed by Cecil B. DeMille. It’s not a great movie, but it is indeed entertaining. Based on the book of Exodus, it tells the story of Moses confronting the hard-hearted Pharaoh with plagues, leading the Israelites out of Egypt guided by a pillar of fire, and ushering them through the miraculously parting waters of the Red Sea, all shown with state-ofthe-art Hollywood special effects from the Cold War era. It is hilarious. The overly dramatized scene on Mount Sinai where the super-basso voice of the jealous God booms the Ten Commandments and carves them out with the lightning “swoosh!” of his finger is cartoonish. What makes the movie especially funny is the feeling that while Yul Brynner seemed to be hamming it up as Pharaoh, Charlton Heston was taking his role as Moses very seriously.

It was indeed serious business. Literally. As in business. To promote the film, the devoutly Christian Cecil B. DeMille teamed up with the granite industry to produce hundreds of tombstone-like Ten Commandments markers that now pepper the American landscape. The theistic Fraternal Order of Eagles produced and distributed them. (Free publicity for DeMille.) Those movie props, including meaningless “Canaanite” lettering at the top, continued to be erected decades after the film was released. Protestant versions can be seen on state capitol grounds in Austin, Denver, Phoenix, Jefferson City, Oklahoma City, and Little Rock (recently declared unconstitutional, thanks to the ACLU), as well as on city property in Fargo, North Dakota, and within a city park in La Crosse, Wisconsin. Catholic versions (which omit the commandment about “graven images”) can be seen on a public high school and junior high school near Pittsburgh. Yul Brynner himself came to Milwaukee to dedicate one of those decalogues at the municipal building that was later removed after the Freedom From Religion Foundation complained.

They almost always use the King James “Thou shalt not” version that appears in the movie, with these words at the top:

the Ten Commandments
I AM the LORD thy God.
Thou shalt have no other gods before me.

The God of the Old Testament craved attention. To impress his people with a dramatic display of deity, he unveiled his divine decrees in a spectacular Command Performance. The nineteenth chapter of Exodus describes the setting:


Then the Lord said to Moses, “I am going to come to you in a dense cloud, in order that the people may hear when I speak with you and so trust you ever after.” (Exodus 19:9)



The crowd control was tighter than a rock concert. No one could approach God, on penalty of death.


You shall set limits for the people all around, saying, “Be careful not to go up the mountain or to touch the edge of it. Any who touch the mountain shall be put to death. No hand shall touch them, but they shall be stoned or shot with arrows; whether animal or human being, they shall not live.“When the trumpet sounds a long blast, they may go up on the mountain. (Exodus 19:12–13)



How do you not touch the edge of a mountain? The only way is if it looks like a cartoon peak rising almost perpendicular from flat ground. In any event, some bouncers (angels?) were positioned to pummel and shoot anyone who got too close. A side musician (Gabriel?) was stationed to blast trumpet fanfares at the opening and finale of the show.

On the day of the epic event, the curtain opens with a breathtaking Shock and Awe light and music show:


On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, as well as a thick cloud on the mountain, and a blast of a trumpet so loud that all the people who were in the camp trembled. Moses brought the people out of the camp to meet God. They took their stand at the foot of the mountain. Now Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke, because the Lord had descended upon it in fire; the smoke went up like the smoke of a kiln, while the whole mountain shook violently. As the blast of the trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses would speak and God would answer him in thunder. (Exodus 19:16–19)



It was like standing at the edge of an erupting volcano.

Hidden behind a cloud of smoke—pay no attention to the man behind the curtain—God kept warning Moses to keep the crowd at a distance:


Go down and warn the people not to break through to the Lord to look; otherwise many of them will perish. Even the priests who approach the Lord must consecrate themselves or the Lord will break out against them. (Exodus 19:21–22)



I don’t know about you, but an erupting volcano is not something I am tempted to run toward. If I were writing the story, God would say “Block the exits!”


[image: chpt_fig_002.png]


The scene is set. The trembling audience is assembled before the great stage. What are the first words they hear?


Then God spoke all these words: I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; you shall have no other gods before me. (Exodus 20:1–3)



That’s the First Commandment: “You shall have no other gods before me.” Me, just me. Pay no attention to those other gods. His Second Commandment fortifies the First:


You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me, but showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments. (Exodus 20:4–6)



And there we see it. God proudly announces: “I am a jealous God!”

Later I’ll address the cruel injustice of punishing children for their parents’ crimes—and they aren’t even crimes—but notice that the Big Ten is all about “Me, Me, Me!” The first four commandments have nothing to do with how we treat other people. They are a loyalty pact demanded by a controlling commander.

God’s cringing grandstanding on Sinai seems nervous. When reading the Old Testament, I often feel like yelling: “If you are afraid of not being loved, then stop frightening your lover.” True respect is earned, not demanded. A confident lover would never be jealous.
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Jealousy is insecurity. It is the fear that someone you love will not love you back, a dread that they will choose someone else. It is possessive and controlling, based on an assumed right of ownership. Strong jealousy arises from a desperate need to be validated by the devotion of another, even if (or especially if) that “love” is forced. It is shaky vanity. It is the terror of losing the property that bolsters your sense of self-worth.

Jealousy is rooted in biology. We instinctively choose a mate primarily because of our “selfish genes” that evolved to be copied into future generations. In many primitive cultures, this translated into patriarchy, sexist control of access to females, harems, polygamy (for males only), submissive wives, ordinances permitting wives to be beaten and constrained, and females legally treated as property (see Chapter 9, “Misogynistic”). Notice that the Ten Commandments are sexist. They are directed at males, ending with the prohibition of coveting what your neighbor owns, which includes his wife: “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor” (Exodus 20:17). Why don’t the Commandments prohibit a woman from coveting her neighbor’s husband? It’s because wives were property, husbands were not.

It is obvious that the Old Testament writers were projecting their biological feelings of sexual insecurity onto their culturally derived deity, a male god. “For jealousy arouses a husband’s fury, and he shows no restraint when he takes revenge” (Proverbs 6:34). God’s chosen sweetheart, Israel, is often characterized as a wife or lover gone astray: “And the children of Israel did evil in the sight of the Lord … they went a whoring after other gods, and bowed themselves unto them” (Judges 2:11,17 KJV). “But you trusted in your beauty, and played the whore” (Ezekiel 16:15). As we will see later, in the eyes of the macho deity, “evil” and “wickedness” are rarely denunciations of harmful actions; they are most often synonyms for “jilting God.” If she doesn’t love me, she must be a bad woman.
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In case there is any doubt that God was proud of his jealousy, look at the name he calls himself in the actual Ten Commandments in Exodus 34, the ones engraved on stone:


For you shall worship no other god, because the Lord, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God. You shall not make a covenant with the inhabitants of the land, for when they prostitute themselves to their gods and sacrifice to their gods, someone among them will invite you, and you will eat of the sacrifice. (Exodus 34:14–15)



Notice the word “prostitute.” That’s like calling a wife or girlfriend a “slut” because she talks to another man. “I will judge you as women who commit adultery and shed blood are judged, and bring blood upon you in wrath and jealousy” (Ezekiel 16:38), bellows the nervous, abusive husband who admits his very name is Jealous.

“God”’ is just a generic label, not a name. Any god can use it. Calling a god “God” is like calling a person “Person.” Why don’t we call the Israelite god by his real name, the actual name he proudly chose for himself? Let’s call the God of the Old Testament “The Lord Jealous.”
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The Lord Jealous clearly has issues with sexual insecurity and self-respect, not to mention anger management.


Destructive jealousy

Deuteronomy 6:15: “The Lord your God, who is present with you, is a jealous God. The anger of the Lord your God would be kindled against you and he would destroy you from the face of the earth.”





Burning jealousy


Deuteronomy 4:24: “For the Lord thy God is a consuming fire, even a jealous God.” KJV




Unforgiving jealousy

Joshua 24:19: “And Joshua said unto the people, Ye cannot serve the Lord: for he is an holy God; he is a jealous God; he will not forgive your transgressions nor your sins.” KJV




Vengeful jealousy

Nahum 1:2: “God is jealous, and the Lord revengeth; the Lord revengeth, and is furious; the Lord will take vengeance on his adversaries, and he reserveth wrath for his enemies.” KJV




Cursing jealousy

Deuteronomy 29:20: “The Lord will not spare him, but then the anger of the Lord and his jealousy shall smoke against that man, and all the curses that are written in this book shall lie upon him, and the Lord shall blot out his name from under heaven.” KJV




Global jealousy

Zechariah 1:14–15: “Thus saith the Lord of hosts; I am jealous for Jerusalem and for Zion with a great jealousy. And I am very sore displeased with the heathen [NRSV: “nations”] that are at ease: for I was but a little displeased, and they helped forward the affliction.” KJV




Wrathful jealousy

Zechariah 8:2: “Thus saith the Lord of hosts; I was jealous for Zion with great jealousy, and I was jealous for her with great fury.” KJV (Notice that he considers Zion a female.)




Hot, insulting jealousy

Ezekiel 36:5–7: “Therefore thus saith the Lord God; Surely in the fire of my jealousy have I spoken against the residue of the heathen, and against all Idumea, which have appointed my land into their possession with the joy of all their heart, with despiteful minds, to cast it out for a prey. Prophesy therefore concerning the land of Israel, and say unto the mountains, and to the hills, to the rivers, and to the valleys, Thus saith the Lord God; Behold, I have spoken in my jealousy and in my fury, because ye have borne the shame of the heathen: Therefore thus saith the Lord God; I have lifted up mine hand, Surely the heathen that are about you, they shall bear their shame.” KJV




Seismic jealousy

Ezekiel 38:19: “For in my jealousy and in the fire of my wrath have I spoken, Surely in that day there shall be a great shaking in the land of Israel.” KJV




Holy jealousy

Ezekiel 39:25: “Therefore thus saith the Lord God; Now will I bring again the captivity of Jacob, and have mercy upon the whole house of Israel, and will be jealous for my holy name.” KJV




Provoked jealousy

Psalm 78:58: “For they provoked him to anger with their high places, and moved him to jealousy with their graven images.” KJV




Long-lasting jealousy

Psalm 79:5–6: “How long, Lord? wilt thou be angry for ever? shall thy jealousy burn like fire? Pour out thy wrath upon the heathen [NRSV: “nations”] that have not known thee, and upon the kingdoms that have not called upon thy name.” KJV




Spurning jealousy

Deuteronomy 32:19–21: “The Lord saw it, and was jealous; he spurned his sons and daughters. He said: I will hide my face from them, I will see what their end will be; for they are a perverse generation, children in whom there is no faithfulness. They made me jealous with what is no god, provoked me with their idols. So I will make them jealous with what is no people, provoke them with a foolish nation.” NRSV




Furious jealousy

Ezekiel 5:13: “My anger shall spend itself, and I will vent my fury on them and satisfy myself; and they shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken in my jealousy, when I spend my fury on them.” NRSV





Consuming jealousy


Numbers 25:10–11 “And the Lord spake unto Moses, saying, Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest, hath turned my wrath away from the children of Israel, while he was zealous for my sake among them, that I consumed not the children of Israel in my jealousy.” KJV




Smoking jealousy

Deuteronomy 29:20 “The Lord will not spare him, but then the anger of the Lord and his jealousy shall smoke against that man, and all the curses that are written in this book shall lie upon him, and the Lord shall blot out his name from under heaven.” KJV




Stranger jealousy

Deuteronomy 32:16 “They provoked him to jealousy with strange gods, with abominations provoked they him to anger.” KJV




Stirred-up jealousy

Isaiah 42:13 “The Lord shall go forth as a mighty man, he shall stir up jealousy like a man of war: he shall cry, yea, roar; he shall prevail against his enemies.” KJV




Idol jealousy

1 Kings 14:22–23 “And Judah did evil in the sight of the Lord, and they provoked him to jealousy with their sins which they had committed, above all that their fathers had done. For they also built them high places, and images, and groves, on every high hill, and under every green tree.” KJV




Image of jealousy

Ezekiel 8:1–4 “And it came to pass … that the hand of the Lord God fell there upon me. Then I beheld, and lo a likeness as the appearance of fire: from the appearance of his loins even downward, fire; and from his loins even upward, as the appearance of brightness, as the colour of amber. And he put forth the form of an hand, and took me by a lock of mine head; and the spirit lifted me up between the earth and the heaven, and brought me in the visions of God to Jerusalem, to the door of the inner gate that looketh toward the north; where was the seat of the image of jealousy, which provoketh to jealousy. And, behold, the glory of the God of Israel was there, according to the vision that I saw in the plain.” KJV





Generational jealousy


Deuteronomy 5:9 “Thou shalt not bow down thyself unto them, nor serve them: for I the Lord thy God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me.” KJV
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If God tells us his name is Jealous, why do some call him Jehovah? It turns out that “Jehovah” does not appear in the original bible. It is a fake name. You will find it in the King James Version and New World Translation (of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, of course), but not in the NRSV or the NIV, for example. “Jehovah” is a cobbled construction, a Latinized guess from a Hebrew ambiguity.

Modern Jews have many names for God, but the proper name of God for the early Israelites was “YHWH,” the tetragrammaton (four-letter word), which was not supposed to be pronounced. Like Voldemort in the Harry Potter books, he was the original “he who must not be named.” The word “YHWH” may have meant “he who creates,” or “he who is,” but since Hebrew is written with no vowels, the pronunciation was lost long ago. Modern Jews sometimes render it Yahweh or Yehowah, which is a guess for the vowels. When the Hebrew scriptures are being read aloud, the forbidden YHWH is replaced with Adonai (“Lord”). Some readers, seeing the vowels “a-o-a” in Adonai, simply inserted them into YHWH to create a fake word: Yahowah or Yehowah. In Latin, YHWH became JHVH, which turned into Jehovah. This would be like calling an HSBC bank a “Hasobac,” or a BMW a “Bamowa.”

In many English translations, YHWH is rendered LORD in all capital letters, to distinguish it from Adonai, which is shown as leading-cap “Lord.” When YHWH appears together with Adonai (or any other name, such as “Elohim”), it is usually translated “LORD God.” In Genesis 2:4 in the NRSV, for example, we see “In the day that the LORD God [‘YHWH Elohim’] made the earth and the heavens.”

Many of the famous “Baruch Adonai” (“Blessed be the Lord”) readings in Jewish temples are not technically accurate. “Adonai” is often replacing YHWH, as in Psalm 144:1 (“Praise be to the LORD”). Since they need a substitute name, and since “Adonai” is not a name but a title, and since God told us his actual name is “Jealous,” I think they should say “Baruch Qannā”—“Blessed be Jealous.”

And shouldn’t Jehovah’s Witnesses be called Jealous’s Witnesses?
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Petty


“I am against your pillows!”

—EZEKIEL 13:20



The first four commandments the Lord Jealous decreed from Mount Sinai have nothing to do with ethics or morality. The first one says “Look at me only,” and the next one continues “Don’t make images of any other god.” The third commandment is “You shall not make wrongful use of the name of the Lord your God” (KJV: “Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain.”). Scholars do not agree about what “wrongful use” or “in vain” means when applied to a name, but we can take it as: “Don’t say anything bad or untrue about me.” Or “Don’t say ‘God damn it!’” Or perhaps “If you swear a vow in my name, you better keep it.” Or maybe it’s a trademark law, like barring a baker from making “God’s™ Cookies.”

The fourth commandment prohibits work on the Sabbath day, because “in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the Lord blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it” (Exodus 20:11). God needed to rest. Creating the universe in less than a week would wear anybody out. However, this commandment is not about giving workers the weekend off, or a welcome way to relax while worshipping in church on the “day of rest.” It’s a serious law. Working on the Sabbath is a capital crime: “You must observe my Sabbaths. This will be a sign between me and you for the generations to come, so you may know that I am the Lord, who makes you holy. Observe the Sabbath, because it is holy to you. Anyone who desecrates it is to be put to death” (Exodus 31:13–14, NIV).

Really. If you go to work on the lord’s day, you die.
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Once again, this is not about morality, but about paying appropriate deference to God. But what does “desecrate” mean? What exactly constitutes work? What horrible act would you have to commit on that holy day of rest to earn the death penalty?

We don’t have to guess. God gives us an example:


When the Israelites were in the wilderness, they found a man gathering sticks on the sabbath day. Those who found him gathering sticks brought him to Moses, Aaron, and to the whole congregation. They put him in custody, because it was not clear what should be done to him. Then the Lord said to Moses, “The man shall be put to death; all the congregation shall stone him outside the camp.” The whole congregation brought him outside the camp and stoned him to death, just as the Lord had commanded Moses. (Numbers 15:32–36)



A man was publicly executed for picking up sticks.

I’ve committed the same crime. Often when my Christian family was camping in the California mountains over the weekend, we boys would run into the forest to collect kindling wood. What were my parents thinking!? They probably assumed that gathering sticks for a campfire is no crime at all. It was a fun family experience. We needed to cook our food. Even if it were private property, at most it would have amounted to petty theft. It would certainly not merit the electric chair. Or stoning. No judge would sentence a person to the gas chamber for the trivial infraction of picking up sticks on Saturday.

The sticks were not the issue. In order to honor God, you can’t carry anything on the Sabbath:


But if you do not listen to me, to keep the sabbath day holy, and to carry in no burden through the gates of Jerusalem on the sabbath day, then I will kindle a fire in its gates; it shall devour the palaces of Jerusalem and shall not be quenched. (Jeremiah 17:27)



What is the moral issue here? What crime was so terrible that a city had to be burned? Who is hurt if I carry a parcel? Someone might be hurt if I don’t. It seems the only harm here is to the fragile ego of the unreasonable Lord: “If you don’t pay attention to me, you have to die.” (And that is no crime at all: neither an omnipotent nor fictional god can possibly be hurt.)
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I thought the Ten Commandments were guides for ethical behavior, but some of them seem to be arbitrary rules for flattering the Lord Jealous “because I said so.” The God of the Old Testament can’t measure his morality. He can’t temper his temper. He is preoccupied with pointless petty particulars.


“I am against your pillows!”

Ezekiel 13:18–20: “Thus saith the Lord God; Woe to the women that sew pillows to all armholes, and make kerchiefs upon the head of every stature to hunt souls! Will ye hunt the souls of my people, and will ye save the souls alive that come unto you? And will ye pollute me among my people for handfuls of barley and for pieces of bread, to slay the souls that should not die, and to save the souls alive that should not live, by your lying to my people that hear your lies? Wherefore thus saith the Lord God; Behold, I am against your pillows.” KJV (Scholars are not sure what “kesathoth”—”pillow”—means. It appears only here. Some translations have “bands,” “magic pads,” “cushions,” “bracelets,” “wristbands.” It would seem that if God really believed there were women with “magic charms,” he would be against them—”I am against you fortune tellers!”—rather than the pillows themselves. This seems rather silly and petty. That would be like Voldemort telling Harry Potter, “I am against your magic wand!”)




Cover up your poop. God might step in it

Deuteronomy 23:12–14: “Designate a place outside the camp where you can go to relieve yourself. As part of your equipment have something to dig with, and when you relieve yourself, dig a hole and cover up your excrement. For the Lord your God moves about in your camp to protect you and to deliver your enemies to you. Your camp must be holy, so that he will not see among you anything indecent and turn away from you.” NIV (Does the president of the United States go out and teach the troops how to build an outhouse?)




If a soldier has a wet dream, don’t let him in the camp

Deuteronomy 23:10–11: “If one of your men is unclean because of a nocturnal emission, he is to go outside the camp and stay there. But as evening approaches he is to wash himself, and at sunset he may return to the camp.” NIV





Don’t smell like a priest


Exodus 30:22–38: “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Take the following fine spices … Make these into a sacred anointing oil, a fragrant blend, the work of a perfumer. It will be the sacred anointing oil…. Anoint Aaron and his sons and consecrate them so they may serve me as priests…. Do not make any incense with this formula for yourselves; consider it holy to the Lord. Whoever makes incense like it to enjoy its fragrance must be cut off from their people.’” NIV




No round haircuts

Leviticus 19:27: “You shall not round off the hair on your temples or mar the edges of your beard.” RSV




No tattoos

Leviticus 19:28: “You shall not make any cuttings in your flesh on account of the dead or tattoo any marks upon you: I am the Lord.” RSV




Make tassels on your clothes …

Deuteronomy 22:12: “Make tassels on the four corners of the cloak you wear.” KJV




… and add fringes with blue cords

Numbers 15:37–39: “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘Throughout the generations to come you are to make tassels on the corners of your garments, with a blue cord on each tassel. You will have these tassels to look at and so you will remember all the commands of the Lord, that you may obey them and not prostitute yourselves by chasing after the lusts of your own hearts and eyes.’” KJV




Basket is cursed

Deuteronomy 28:17: “Cursed shall be your basket and your kneading-trough.” RSV

Don’t cook a goat in its mother’s milk

Exodus 34:26: “Do not cook a young goat in its mother’s milk.” NIV (This is the tenth commandment in the only list in Exodus called “The Ten Commandments” (Exodus 34:28) and engraved on stone tablets. It is still followed by observant Jews.)




Mutton recipe. “Smells good.”

Exodus 29:38–41: “Now this is that which thou shalt offer upon the altar; two lambs of the first year day by day continually. The one lamb thou shalt offer in the morning; and the other lamb thou shalt offer at even: And with the one lamb a tenth deal of flour mingled with the fourth part of an hin of beaten oil; and the fourth part of an hin of wine for a drink offering. And the other lamb thou shalt offer at even, and shalt do thereto according to the meat offering of the morning, and according to the drink offering thereof, for a sweet savour, an offering made by fire unto the Lord.” KJV (A hin was roughly equal to a gallon.)




God has picky taste in the birds he created

Leviticus 11:13–19: “And these you shall have in abomination among the birds, they shall not be eaten, they are an abomination: the eagle, the vulture, the osprey, the kite, the falcon according to its kind, every raven according to its kind, the ostrich, the nighthawk, the sea gull, the hawk according to its kind, the owl, the cormorant, the ibis, the water hen, the pelican, the carrion vulture, the stork, the heron according to its kind, the hoopoe, and the bat.” RSV (The writers of the Old Testament did not know that bats are not birds.)




You can eat grasshoppers and beetles, but no insects with four feet

Leviticus 11:20–23: “All winged insects that go upon all fours are an abomination to you. Yet among the winged insects that go on all fours you may eat those which have legs above their feet, with which to leap on the earth. Of them you may eat: the locust according to its kind, the bald locust according to its kind, the cricket according to its kind, and the grasshopper according to its kind. But all other winged insects which have four feet are an abomination to you.” RSV (Winged insects with four feet?)




Shellfish are taboo

Leviticus 11:10–12: “But anything in the seas or the rivers that has not fins and scales, of the swarming creatures in the waters and of the living creatures that are in the waters, is an abomination to you. They shall remain an abomination to you; of their flesh you shall not eat, and their carcasses you shall have in abomination. Everything in the waters that has not fins and scales is an abomination to you.” RSV (This turns seafood restaurants into dens of iniquity.)




Stay away from yeast

Exodus 23:18: “Thou shalt not offer the blood of my sacrifice with leavened bread; neither shall the fat of my sacrifice remain until the morning.” KJV (Shunning yeast shows a lack of culture.)




Don’t mock a bald head, kids

2 Kings 2:23–24: “And he [Elisha] went up from thence unto Bethel: and as he was going up by the way, there came forth little children out of the city, and mocked him, and said unto him, Go up, thou bald head; go up, thou bald head. And he turned back, and looked on them, and cursed them in the name of the Lord. And there came forth two she bears out of the wood, and tare forty and two children of them.” KJV




Don’t go to church with mutilated private parts

Deuteronomy 23:1: “No one whose testicles are crushed or whose penis is cut off shall be admitted to the assembly of the Lord.” NRSV




Very picky offerings accepted

Exodus 25:1–7: “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Tell the Israelites to bring me an offering. You are to receive the offering for me from everyone whose heart prompts them to give. These are the offerings you are to receive from them: gold, silver and bronze; blue, purple and scarlet yarn and fine linen; goat hair; ram skins dyed red and another type of durable leather; acacia wood; olive oil for the light; spices for the anointing oil and for the fragrant incense; and onyx stones and other gems to be mounted on the ephod and breastpiece.’” KJV




God liked Abel’s offering better than Cain’s

Genesis 4:3–5: “In the course of time Cain brought some of the fruits of the soil as an offering to the Lord. And Abel also brought an offering—fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock. The Lord looked with favor on Abel and his offering, but on Cain and his offering he did not look with favor.” KJV (God was clearly not a vegetarian. If the worship is sincere, why should it matter exactly what a person chooses to sacrifice?)
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