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PREFACE

A religion is as much a progressive unlearning of false ideas concerning God as it is the learning of the true ideas concerning God.

—Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, founder of the Reconstructionist movement of Judaism

It was early in the fall and the group settled in for its first session of the Bible study. In introducing the Genesis material for discussion, the facilitator referred to Adam and Eve as metaphors and not historic individuals. The participants’ reactions were swift—and representative of what might occur in many churches. There was anger: “How dare you question the Bible? I just knew you were one of those damned liberals who dismantle everything to suit your political agenda!” There was panic: “Why are you trying to destroy my faith? What else do I believe that isn’t true?” There was confusion: “You mean there are two Creation stories in Genesis? How come I’ve never seen this before? What else have I missed?” And there were tears.

But there was also relief. There were some who looked at the facilitator as though she had opened a door they’d been peeking through for years. One participant said, “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I’ve known in my heart there was more to these stories, that reading them as a literal account didn’t make sense. But I never said anything because I was afraid it would make me a heretic.”

And these are the people who were interested enough to commit to a Bible study! A lot of people just don’t care anymore. They stopped going to church long ago because nothing they heard or experienced resonated with them. Despite claims by church-growth gurus, the fields are not “ripe for harvest.” Far from it. As one Christian pollster noted, the large numbers of people not involved in faith communities are not just waiting to be invited to church. They are passionately disinterested in the church.

The graying and abandonment of so-called old-line churches is but one symptom of this disinterest and dissatisfaction with the way churches do religion. Many speak of being “spiritual” rather than “religious,” honest rather than hypocritical. Evangelical and fundamentalist leaders attribute the atrophy of the old-line church’s influence and its ever-decreasing numbers to those churches having failed to proclaim the “true” gospel. Meanwhile, superficial arguments over issues like the preference of music styles and levels of formality in worship only continue to serve as a distraction from the real problem: people are dissatisfied with the core message, dogma, and practice of the Christian faith in today’s world.

The fields are not filled with faithless people in need of the gospel. They are filled with people of deep spiritual integrity who simply cannot suffer the shallow message of the churches of their birth any longer. These people have an intuitive sense that there is more to Christianity than the rigid rules and theological constructs of the past. As philosopher Sam Keen reminds us, “History is littered with the remains of civilizations that chose to die rather than change their organizing myth.”1 Without a reevaluation of the organizing myths of Christianity, the church seems poised to pass into the same irrelevance as so many religions of the past.

But there is another conversation going on, and it’s been going for a long time.

As pastors, we became concerned that there were very few resources available for lay people that approached the depth and breadth of theological reflection that we encountered in seminary. What we needed was a practical tool to bring together, reeducate, and equip thinking Christians to wrestle with the latest scholarship and how it affects the way disciples engage with the realities of the twenty-first century. It soon became clear that if we wanted it, we would have to produce it ourselves.

Tapping video footage of some of the most provocative and authoritative voices of Christianity, the result was the Living the Questions DVD series. Envisioned as a way to expose lay people to the best of contemporary theological thought, the format combined in-class video segments, written material, and open-ended discussion questions that gave people permission to wrestle with many of the questions that are too often ignored or avoided by many churches.

This book is an effort to expand the conversation even further. Although the church might have been the obvious place for these questions in the past, a growing segment of the population stopped taking the church seriously a long time ago. What hasn’t gone away is people’s longing for meaning—our very human need to work through what theologian Paul Tillich called issues of “ultimate concern.” With fewer and fewer people looking to church-sponsored studies or a person in a pulpit for guidance, it made sense to us to make the resources of the DVD series available in another format.

In the pages that follow you’ll find much of the written material from the Living the Questions 2.0 guidebook, combined with the words of the great thinkers and practitioners featured in the DVDs—people like John Dominic Crossan, Sister Helen Prejean, and Brian McLaren. You’ll also hear from writers and thinkers who wrestled with these questions centuries ago. These are voices that have inspired and encouraged us as we’ve waded through our own questions and doubts, and we think you’ll find them hopeful companions along your path.

Much of the original written material was first developed as we collaborated on sermons in our local churches. To that end we owe a great deal of thanks to teachers and mentors like Harrell Beck, Ted Loder, Mark Trotter, and DeWane Zimmerman, all of whom contributed to our thinking and approach. You’ll also find the wisdom of colleague Rev. Cynthia Langston Kirk, whose poetry was originally published as part of a devotional supplement to the LtQ2 participant guide.

The result of all this collaboration is a lively presentation of ideas and controversies and theological perspectives that we hope will expose readers to the ideas and concepts that have been taught and discussed for generations in our seminaries, ideas that for a host of reasons don’t get taught or discussed in our churches. Living the Questions is for those who are yearning for something more than the shallow platitudes that too often pass for theology in our churches. It’s for those who are looking for a faith conversation that encourages questions and open dialogue. Living the Questions doesn’t offer a “systematic theology,” but is more of a thematic overview borne of day-to-day conversation and questions raised both in—and outside—the local parish.

Living the Questions is divided into three sections, each with seven chapters. Each section delves deeper into the wisdom of what has been being discussed for generations but what is today called “progressive” Christianity. Using the metaphor of journey for life in the Spirit, we start with Section One: Journey, which serves as a general overview of progressive Christianity. Section Two: Reconciliation concerns the healing of relationships between God and self, humanity, and our relationship with the earth. Section Three: Transformation seeks to uncover renewed meaning in some of what have become threadbare concepts at the heart of popular Christianity. Altogether, we think the concepts of Journey, Reconciliation, and Transformation offer a path toward new life in the Spirit and for the future of the faith. In the back of this book you’ll find a reader’s guide to help facilitate individual reflection and small group discussion.

Many of us know that at its core, Christianity has something good to offer the human race. At the same time, we have a sense that the version of Christianity we see in the media, or hear about in political debates, or read about in the news, isn’t the kind of faith we can embrace. Many feel like there’s no place in organized religion for deep thought, doubt, or questions that challenge the status quo.

Living the Questions is meant to create that place for you. It’s an invitation for those who seek to go beyond the stagnant clichés of faith and pursue the questions that deepen your understanding as you make your way through a lifelong spiritual journey.

There is a revolutionary re-visioning of Christianity emerging in the world. It is our hope that this book will be a resource for you in joining with those who are discovering a faith that is relevant and meaningful in the twenty-first century.

—Rev. David M. Felten and Rev. Jeff Procter-Murphy

    Phoenix, Arizona
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Unless otherwise indicated, all quotations (including block quotes) are taken from Living the Questions 2.0: An Introduction to Progressive Christianity, a DVD and internet-based program created by David M. Felten and Jeff Procter-Murphy. Group and home editions are available at www.livingthequestions.com.


SECTION ONE

Journey


1

An Invitation to Journey

Live the questions now. Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answer.1

—Rainer Maria Rilke

There’s an old joke about a man talking to his rabbi. He asks, “Why is it that rabbis always answer a question with another question?” The rabbi answers, “So what’s wrong with a question?”

Jesus was typical of the rabbis of his day. According to the canonical Gospels, Jesus rarely gave a straight answer to a question. Instead, he put his questioners in a position of having to think for themselves. Rather than offer his disciples answers to life’s most perplexing problems, Jesus introduced them to deeper and deeper levels of ambiguity.

Clearly Jesus knew what mystics and the wisest of spiritual guides have known all along: that answers can provide a false sense of security and pride that can stand in the way of a deeper awareness of the Divine.

And yet our twenty-first-century Western culture revels in instant gratification—the easy fix. We want our answers, our entertainment, and our sense of personal fulfillment and we want it now! The idea that something worthwhile might require careful thought or take a long time to develop is not only uncomfortable for some, but often condemned as suspicious or morally questionable by those who like to think they have all the answers.

This consumer mentality bleeds over into religion and spirituality. We want salvation or fulfillment in a simple, easy-to-understand, instantly accessible formula. Rooted in our primal fascination with all things magic (just say this prayer/incantation and you’re all set!), many churches have warped Jesus’s life-transforming call to “follow me” into a smorgasbord of methods for achieving wealth, health, and victory in a few painless and mindlessly easy steps.

Take, for example, the way many churches use the phrase “born again” to indicate that a person is a Christian. Even though a whole religious culture has risen up around the phrase, the concept of being born again is essentially based on a mistranslation.

The phrase comes from John 3:3. And while some biblical translations have Jesus telling Nicodemus that he must be “born again,” the more accurate translation has Jesus telling Nicodemus that he must be born “from above” (anothen in Greek). Nicodemus misunderstands and asks, “How can anyone be born after having grown old?”

This mistranslation has led to two very different approaches to the spiritual life. Being born again has come to mean a once-and-for-all experience of God’s grace and love. Insofar as it can be the first step in a life’s journey of faith, being born again can be a helpful experience and concept. But Jesus never said you have to be born again. He said you have to be born “from above.” Being born from above implies a journey, a process, an orientation, a way of life.

Consider the words of John Shelby Spong, who says:

The Christian life is a journey and people ought to enjoy it. The people that think they have arrived are the ones that always get us in trouble. Anytime somebody thinks the journey is over and they have finally achieved the truth, they always put their wagons in a circle and begin to defend their truth against all comers and in the process they kill one another. There is nothing about the Christian life that says it ever is complete. It is ultimately a journey into the mystery of God. Now, there are some things about the journey that I think are important: One is you can’t start anywhere. You’ve got to start somewhere in particular. You cannot just say, “Well I’ll go out here into the wild blue yonder.” The way you start a journey into the mystery of God, I believe, is in the faith tradition, which is native to you. For you and me this would be the Christian tradition. Jesus becomes the doorway, the point of entry; so you enter into the journey through the tradition with which you are familiar and then you begin to walk into and journey toward the mystery.

EVOLUTIONARY, NOT REVOLUTIONARY

The author Maya Angelou speaks to the lifelong journey of faith. She says, “I’m startled or taken aback when people walk up to me and tell me they are Christians. My first response is the question ‘Already?’”2 Arriving at some point of spiritual completion is unlikely for most of us. Besides making us totally insufferable, this view prevents us from examining ourselves critically, learning from other faith traditions, or even opening up the Bible and looking at it again with the openness, thoughtfulness, and the critical thought necessary to help us along the way.

Each denomination has developed its own particular formula for salvation. Some churches view salvation as a once-and-for-all decision, while others see it as a lifelong process of transformation. In the Methodist tradition, the moment that some would compare to being born again is called “justification”—a revolutionary experience for many. But then, as one practices the faith, the evolutionary work of “sanctification” begins and one works toward becoming more whole as life goes on. A person doesn’t become complete by simply reciting the Jesus prayer or claiming Jesus as Lord and Savior.

Churches who hold to the evolutionary perspective on faith might be characterized by their desire to draw the circle wider in an effort to stay open to new ideas and experiences in which the Divine might be revealed. When fundamentalism rules the day, new information becomes a threat. There can be no latitude as to belief and practice. Those who believe that they alone possess the once-and-for-all truth are much more likely to oppose differences of opinion and seek the ouster of their opponents—by legislative or other, more violent, means. John Dominic Crossan warns, “Every religion today must take responsibility for its own fundamentalism—because religious fundamentalism is probably the most dangerous thing in the world at the moment. Christian or Muslim. I am not making any distinction.”

Reverend Mel White explains it this way:

When people begin to become fundamentalist, it becomes a real challenge to the church to maintain the Spirit of Christ. What happens is people get defensive about their faith because they’re insecure and this is a very insecure time for the world. Fundamentalism says we know the answers; therefore, we should superimpose them on anybody who doesn’t agree with us. And along comes the organization of fundamentalists into a political bloc that not only takes over their churches but takes over (or attempts to take over) the governments of their countries, whether you’re a fundamentalist Muslim or a fundamentalist Jew or a fundamentalist Christian, the spirit is about all the same.

Those who slip into fundamentalism can develop what Crossan calls a “genocidal germ” that too often manifests itself in oppression of anyone who disagrees with their perspective. In some cases, that oppression happens at the church level—certain groups of people are not allowed to receive communion or become members of the church. Sometimes it happens at the government level—churches support political candidates or legislation that limits personal freedoms based on a particular moral perspective. And sometimes, that oppression becomes violent. The bombings of abortion clinics by radical pro-life proponents or the torture and murder of Matthew Shepherd, a young gay man attacked by those who considered his sexuality an abomination, are just two examples of the way in which, in the words of Crossan, “the trajectory of human violence escalates almost inevitably from the ideological through the rhetorical to the physical.”3

The push for certainty has led to dangerous, terrible places. Yet for most of us, the cost is far more subtle. Absolute certainty keeps us separated from God and our neighbors by claiming that what we know is the whole truth and that there’s no room for others’ experience or input. When we’re not open to ambiguity and different ways of looking at things, we risk becoming stagnant, stuck in a cul-de-sac rather than being out on the adventure and open to the mystery of the Divine. To say you ascribe, without question, to a dogmatic set of beliefs that were developed and set in stone by someone else is easy. The bigger challenge is to follow a story that is always evolving, one in which the ending is not yet written. Like Jesus, we can opt for a story that demands thought, raises questions, and often runs counter to conventional wisdom. Perhaps real “faith” involves seeing ambiguity not as an enemy, but as a vital part of the journey.

THE BEGINNING OF WISDOM

When Billie Holiday sang: “Thems that got shall get, thems that not shall lose … God Bless the child that’s got his own, that’s got his own,” she was tapping into a profound truth about life—and spirituality. Relying solely on doctrines and dogma passed on from others has seldom been a satisfying exercise for those longing for something deeper spiritually or thought-provoking theologically. To not ask questions is tantamount to forfeiting one’s own spiritual birthright and allowing other people’s experience of the Divine to define your experience.

Wrestling with life’s injustices, resisting the urge to be satisfied with the way the world is, and asking difficult questions are all at the heart of theological integrity and spiritual growth. Excessive certitude can become a substitute for God and cripple an otherwise dynamic relationship with the Spirit. In short, being satisfied with easy answers is a cop-out.

A far richer, and perhaps more faithful, alternative is to wrestle with the questions. Emilie Townes of Yale Divinity School says, “I would hate to think that there would be a point in time in life where we would actually think we’ve arrived at the fullness of what faith can be for ourselves as people molded into the Christian tradition. That tradition is still alive and growing. I take the revelation of God very seriously as being one that is ongoing. I would think that in order to be attuned to that, our faith would have to be ongoing.”

Every question we ask without receiving a satisfactory answer makes us more adept at honing our questions. Every ambiguity with which we wrestle strengthens us for dealing with life’s ever-increasing complexities. The Center for Progressive Christianity’s “8 Points of Progressive Christianity” suggests there is more grace in the search for meaning than in absolute certainty, in the questions than in the answers.4 It’s in living the questions that we find direction in life.

Retired UCC minister Culver “Bill” Nelson remembers a conversation with theologian Paul Tillich in which Tillich pointed out that, “Everyone seeks answers, mostly to questions that are not very important. The great concern in life should be to discover which are the right questions. Then, even if you rarely get answers, you are at least journeying in the right direction.”

On any authentic spiritual journey, asking the hard questions is not only permitted, but necessary! What we learn along the way, through difficulties and disequilibrium, mistakes and challenges, discoveries and unlearnings, is that the process is what’s important. The unanswerable questions asked in the company of fellow seekers along the way become a central part of the process of the deepening quest, the broadening understanding, and the journey beyond our otherwise limited horizons.
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STRIPPED BY GOD


What would happen if I pursued God—

If I filled my pockets with openness,

Grabbed a thermos half full of fortitude,

And crawled into the cave of the Almighty

Nose first, eyes peeled, heart hesitantly following

Until I was face to face

With the raw, pulsing beat of Mystery?

What if I entered and it looked different

Than anyone ever described?

What if the cave was too large to be fully known,

Far too extensive to be comprehended by one person or group,

Too vast for one dogma or doctrine?

Would I shatter at such a thought?

Perish from paradox or puzzle?

Shrink and shrivel before the power?

Would God be diminished if I lived a question

Rather than a statement?

Would I lose my faith

As I discovered the magnitude of Grace?

O, for the willingness to explore

To leave my tiny vocabulary at the entrance

And stand before you naked

Stripped of pretenses and rigidity,

Disrobed of self righteousness and tidy packages,

Stripped of all that holds me at a distance from you

And your world.

Strip me, O God,

Then clothe me in curiosity and courage.



—Cynthia Langston Kirk

Chapter 1 Reader's Guide


2

Taking the Bible Seriously

The unexamined Bible is not worth reading.1

—N. T. Wright

Author and sociologist Tex Sample tells a story of his childhood in Mississippi. He says:

My Sunday school teacher in the fifth grade was a man that I’ll call Mr. Archon. Mr. A was the wealthiest, most important man in our town. And he was a terrific Sunday school teacher, in the sense that he knew how to talk to us fifth grade boys. He knew things we were interested in and he just knew how to say ’em. And he had what Max Weber called charisma. At the same time it seemed that about once a month he would teach us that Black people were inferior, that they were sub-human, that slavery had been right, that it was biblical, and that we southern boys should defend segregation with our very lives. He told us that we especially had to protect southern white girls.

It just so happened that in that same church we had a retired missionary named Miss Hattie Bowie. She’d been a missionary in Korea for thirty years. I never remember a direct confrontation between her and Mr. Archon, but it seemed like every time Mr. Archon would say some of those terrible things, she had some way of countering it.

She would take us to her house and she had wonderful artifacts out of Korea. She had small houses that Korean people had made. She had wonderful paintings with a kind of a peculiar method that they had used. She had of course Korean dolls and Korean toys that we so enjoyed. It was my first experience with a culture radically different from my own. She also taught us songs. She taught us that song, “Jesus Loves the Little Children, all the Children of the World … Red and Yellow, Black and White, they are precious in his sight.” And she taught us “Jesus Loves Me” in Korean. I still remember it:


Nal sa-rang ha-shim,

Nal sa-rang ha-shim,

Nal sa-rang ha-shim,

Sung-kyung-ae Seo-it-nae.



That’s been a long time ago, but what I remember is that Mr. Archon took the racist story and put God’s story in it to support the racist story. Miss Hattie Bowie took the racist story, put it into God’s story and dismantled it. I have wondered so very many times, what would have happened to me if it had not been for Miss Hattie Bowie.

Any way you slice it, it turns out to be true: how a Christian reads the Bible and the authority she places in its words plays a critical role in the reader’s worldview and understanding of a life of faith. But even if you never read the Bible, its influence on the world, for good and for ill, is hard to deny.

The Bible has been quoted and misquoted, used and abused, appealed to and discredited. Pastors and politicians, songwriters and poets, have employed its images to inspire and motivate, to encourage and comfort. But it has also been used as a tool by those who have sought to oppress women, support slavery, justify wars, breed cults, and promote violence, racism, and terror.

It seems ridiculous to have to say it, but the Bible itself defies being defined as a single book with a clear-cut message to the masses. It’s not a collection of handy quotes to be randomly plucked out as support for this point or that ideology. It is instead a complex, often confounding collection of strange and wonderful stories cobbled together over thousands of years. In fact, as a record of various peoples’ experience of God’s faithfulness and human infidelities, the Bible is full of colorful characters, lying, cheating, sex, hate, war, sex, betrayal, murder, sex, letters, poetry, history, sex, great ideas, lousy ideas, and more sex.

Those who read closely find a variety of theological voices. Sometimes those voices are harmonious, other times they create a cacophony of contradiction. For example, many people don’t realize that there are two flood stories in Genesis: the familiar one where God has Noah collect two of each animal (Gen. 7:14), and the other where he is to collect seven pairs of each animal (Gen. 7:2). Perhaps we only hear about the two-by-two story because the seven-by-seven version would clutter up the illustrations in children’s books and murals.

It’s this sort of puzzling storytelling that leads many Bible readers to conclude that they simply cannot hold a literalist view of scripture. There are just too many inconsistencies for them to take every word as historically accurate eyewitness accounts. Jesus scholar Marcus Borg says of this issue:

There are many Christians in North America who are bothered by any suggestion that the Bible might be anything less than a divine product. There are also millions of people in North America and in Europe who simply cannot be biblical literalists. And my passion, my vocation, my mission even, if you will, is talking to the people who can’t be literalists. And what I want to say to conservative Christians who are upset by this other approach to the Bible is, “What do we say to the people who can’t be literalists? Do we say, ‘Sorry. Only literalists can be Christians.’? Or, do we say, ‘Sorry. God accepts only literalists.’? Now, if you are a literalist and your literalism isn’t getting in your way and you’re not using it to beat up on other people, I have no problem with it whatsoever. God can work through literalism or nonliteralism. But again, what do we say to the people who can’t be literalists? And here, my argument is that a more historical and metaphorical approach to the Gospels, to the story of Jesus, and to the Bible as a whole provides a way for nonliteralists to be Christian.

At issue is the authority of scripture. We have to ask ourselves how we determine the level of trust we place in any written material, including the Bible. As perhaps the bestselling least-read book of all time, the Bible—and our relationship with it—needs to be reexamined.

A SERIOUS RELATIONSHIP

In his bestseller, Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time, Borg writes, “the Christian life is not primarily about believing the right things or even being good. The Christian life is about being in a relationship with God which transforms us into more and more compassionate beings, ‘into the likeness of Christ.’”2 Likewise, having a relationship with the biblical text, a serious relationship that grows and evolves, has the potential to be transformative as well. Such a relationship might be said to have more spiritual and intellectual integrity than performing the mental gymnastics necessary to cling to the notion of the Bible as a literal, perfect document unaffected by human influence.

Yet many people are afraid that if they admit that there are contradictions in the Bible then the whole thing has to be dismissed as a worthless lie. While the rift between literalists and nonliteralists has heated up in recent years, it is not a new conflict.

In the early part of the twentieth century, there was a popular pamphlet about the fundamentals of Christianity making its way through the American church. It spawned a whole movement committed to the inerrancy of scripture and other supposedly bedrock doctrines. Defenders of these fundamentals pointed to one verse in the New Testament, 2 Timothy 3:16, which reads, “All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness.” This led to a kind of circular argument, in which it was said that because the Bible is without error or inconsistency, it must be the work of God, and because it is the work of God, it must be without error or inconsistency. It doesn’t matter which proposition comes first, the other is argued to follow.

In the 1920s, a highly publicized controversy flared up between the mainstream church and what had become known as the Fundamentalists. The so-called Scopes Monkey Trial was front-page news in national newspapers. For the Fundamentalists, this court case represented the battle for the soul of America. On the other side of that battle were the mainline churches. In an effort to stir people to action, one of America’s great preachers, Harry Emerson Fosdick, preached a sermon called, “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?” in which he argued for a nonliteral interpretation of the Bible. He was worried that if the mainline church didn’t do more to educate its people about the metaphorical and mythological origins of scripture, it would lose its brightest and best young people. The general disinterest in Christianity and the dwindling numbers in today’s mainline churches suggest that he was right.

There are a variety of reasons people are dissatisfied with the church today. But this issue of biblical literalism is one of the most significant. Increasingly, Christians look at the way they are asked to read the Bible and ask themselves why this book calls for a whole different category of reading. Why, they wonder, are they expected to suspend disbelief and not think through what they are reading the way they would with any other book, issue, or situation? Why are they discouraged from asking questions of this text upon which they are being asked to base their lives?

Biblical scholar Amy-Jill Levine explains the situation:

In some churches today, there’s a problem: people are hesitant to voice questions, to say, “This doesn’t quite cohere. In Matthew, Mark, and Luke, the Last Supper is a Passover meal. But in the Gospel of John, it’s not. Did something go wrong? Did Jesus cleanse the temple at the beginning of his ministry? That’s John. Did he do it at the beginning of the Passion like in Matthew and Mark? Did he do it twice? Didn’t it take the first time? What did he say when he did it?” Jesus didn’t ask people to give up their minds. He asked for one’s heart. Jesus expands on Deuteronomy in the Great Commandment: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, with all your strength.” It doesn’t say, “Give up your intelligence, that good intelligence that God gave you.” I think if one’s faith is so fragile that the very mention of a possible discrepancy threatens to topple the whole thing, then that faith requires reconsideration.

A FOURTH MEMBER OF THE TRINITY?

Hebrew scripture scholar Harrell Beck used to stir up people with the exclamation: “The Bible is not the Word of God—but the Word of God is in the Bible.”3 Beck’s point was to remind people that the Bible is not God. For too many faith communities, the Bible serves as an object to be venerated. Instead of seeking the God of the Bible, they almost seem to worship the Bible itself, fearing any suggestion that it is anything other than holy and infallible. According to sociologist of religion Nancy Ammerman, it’s a form of idolatry that in many traditions makes the Bible a “fourth member of the Trinity.”

That kind of bibliolatry fails to take into account the human element involved in the creation of the Bible. Many people cling to the unspoken cultural belief that scripture is the result of a series of supernatural events. Tongue firmly planted in cheek, Harrell Beck imagines the scene: “Long ago, a shepherd boy in Palestine was startled by an ungodly clap of thunder and the King James Version of the Bible floated out of a cloud and settled at his feet. Having an uncanny appreciation for the value of an ancient text in Elizabethan English, the boy immediately took it to the religious authorities for distribution. Voila!”4

In reality, the sixty-six separate books crammed together in a not-always-logical arrangement came together in very human ways. With all the haggling and bickering you’d expect from a committee, the Catholic Council of Carthage pulled together one of the first official collections in 397 CE—nearly 400 years after the time of Jesus. What we call the Old Testament is concerned with Yahweh, the God of the Hebrews, and a history of the early Israelites. The New Testament is the work of early Christians and reflects their beliefs about Jesus. The Old Testament consists of thirty-nine books, many of which had multiple authors. The New Testament has twenty-seven books, many of which are an accumulation of traditions or of uncertain authorship. Catholic Bibles include an additional twelve books known as the Apocrypha.

The composition of the various books began before 1000 BCE and continued for more than 1,000 years. It included oral material that was repeated from generation to generation, revised over and over again, and then put into written form by various redactors. These editors worked in different locations and in different time periods and with very different socioeconomic, philosophical, theological, and spiritual worldviews. They were most certainly unaware of each other and it is highly unlikely that any of them foresaw their work being included in a cohesive collection of sacred texts. Their work was intended for local use.

The four Gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, are examples of books that did not carry the names of their actual authors. Their present names were assigned long after the books were written and circulated anonymously. Despite the witness of the Gospels themselves, biblical scholars are now almost unanimously agreed—based on evidence within the books themselves—that none of the Gospel authors was a disciple of Jesus or an eyewitness to his ministry.

There are no extant or original manuscripts of these ancient texts. Our current versions of these texts are probably not anything like their original forms. There are countless differences between the oldest surviving copies and the most recent manuscripts. These differences indicate that additions and alterations were made to the originals by various copyists and editors. Scholars give precedence to the oldest texts as they are likely to be most like the originals.

This tangled process is the reason there are stories in the Bible that don’t sync—the two creation stories in Genesis, two flood stories, and what scholars believe might be four separate versions of the exodus lurking in the book we call Exodus. While there are four canonical Gospels, the narratives of Jesus’s birth appear in only Matthew and Luke (and they don’t have the same characters, timeline, or story emphasis). It also accounts for the occasional mishmash of cultural myths and beliefs that find their way into the Bible. Imagine the surprise of Victorian scholars who discovered that story elements in the Genesis flood story had been lifted from The Epic of Gilgamesh!

None of this is meant to suggest that we dispense with the Bible or relegate it to a dusty bookshelf along with all the other ancient texts. It’s exactly these kinds of inconsistencies in scripture that have led careful readers of the Bible to be curious about what was going on. These people aren’t folks looking to discredit the Bible. Far from it! They are people who have dedicated their lives to understanding scripture through and through.

For scholars and practitioners such as Reverend Winnie Varghese of the Episcopal Church, this careful biblical criticism is an essential part of the long history of the Christian faith. Varghese points out:

Some of these narratives are poetry, some are collective memories, some are prophecy. They’re different genres of text that exist together and from them we discern where God has been revealed in those communities and where God is revealed to us. So we discern the workings of God in this time through the lens of this text as we gain increasing knowledge about them. Our increasing knowledge of archeology and literary criticism and the social sciences and the humanities takes us to different places with these texts than we would have been even fifty years ago, in some ways, much more accurate places. In some ways, much more complicated places. I believe that we are called to engage that. If we take the text seriously, we have to take the work around it seriously.

Acknowledging the literary challenges the Bible presents is a more honest, faith-filled endeavor than living in denial over its clashing stories and contradictions. In the words of theologian Walter Brueggemann, “The Bible is an act of faithful imagination. It is not a package of certitudes. It is an act of imagination that invites our faithful imagination that makes it possible to live faithfully.”

A WINDOW ON THE DIVINE

Author Frederick Buechner uses the metaphor of a window to illustrate how we can hold on to our belief in both the need for questions and the relevance of scripture. He notes that when we look through a window, we don’t worship the window. We simply look through it to get a glimpse of the Divine on the other side. Just because there are smudges, swatted flies, and hairline cracks obstructing our view, we don’t throw the window out. We learn to distinguish between what is part of the window and what is beyond it.5 Even though one can point to countless examples of political and theological spin that are anything but holy, the Bible has nonetheless established itself in our culture as a source of inspired (not dictated) guidance and observations. Although a flawed and imperfect window, it was fashioned by people of faith who have helped generations of seekers catch a glimpse of the mystery beyond.

The Bible is many things to many people. It’s what people make of it and what they let it make of them over the course of time. Even if we all read the same translation of the Bible—and there are many different translations, each with its own interpretative slant—it has been said that there are as many Bibles as there are readers of the Bible. We all bring our assumptions, presuppositions, prejudices, and experiences to bear on the text. As William Blake wrote, “Both read the Bible day and night but thou readst black where I read white.”6 Acknowledging that the history of interpreting scripture is itself in process is one of the first steps in establishing a personal, life-long journey with the biblical text—a sometimes frustrating, often rewarding, and always surprising relationship.

In an effort to explain one of the shifts we need to make on our journey of faith, Marcus Borg speaks of the various stages people pass through as they develop an appreciation of the Bible as metaphor. As young children we interpret the Bible with what Borg calls a “pre-critical naïveté.” In this stage we believe what we are told and don’t give it another thought. As we get older, we move into a stage of critical thinking in which we unpack our understanding of the world and toss out what we recognize as false, such as the tooth fairy or the idea that you can break your mother’s back by stepping on a crack.

While many get stuck in the stage of “critical thinking,” there’s a third stage that Borg calls “post-critical naïveté” that is demonstrated by the capacity to recognize the truth in the biblical stories, “even as you know that their truth does not depend upon their factuality. And even as you are pretty darn sure that many of them are not historically factual.” Using the Christmas story as an example, he explains:

These stories use ancient archetypal language with one of their central affirmations being, “Jesus is the light of the world,” the true light that enlightens every person, was even then coming into the world. That’s the star, the radiant glory of God, and the angels in the night sky. It’s the ability to hear the birth stories as true stories even though you know the star is not an astronomical object of history but probably the exegetical creation of Matthew as he interprets the 60th chapter of Isaiah. It’s a literary creation. Even as you know that Jesus was probably born in Nazareth and not in Bethlehem. And even as you know that Herod the Great never ordered the slaying of all male babies in Bethlehem under age two, but rather that’s the use of the story of the birth of Moses in the time of Pharaoh when Pharaoh issued a similar order. The author of Matthew is saying the story of Jesus is about the story of the true king coming into the world whom the evil kings seek to swallow up. This is the story of the Exodus all over again. This is the story of the conflict between the Lordship of God known in Christ and the Lordship of Pharaoh and the rulers of this world. And the rulers of this world always try to swallow up the one who is of God. Post-critical naïveté is the ability to hear that as a true story.

As people are given permission to think critically about the Bible and are resourced with a broad understanding of the history, culture, and political intrigues that originally drove the content, story lines, and theologies of the canon, the text can become less of a stuffy rulebook and more of a lens through which one’s spiritual seeking and life journey comes into focus.

The re-visioning of Christianity that is already emerging in the world is motivated in part by taking the Bible seriously and not literally. The core message, dogma, and practices of the Christian faith in today’s world are being reevaluated with a love for and relationship with scripture at its center.

Chapter 2 Reader's Guide
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Thinking Theologically

We must get away from this theistic supernatural God that imperils our humanity and come back to a God who permeates life so deeply that our humanity becomes the very means through which we experience the Divine Presence.

—John Shelby Spong

Alice Walker’s The Color Purple is an account of a journey of faith. The sojourner, named Celie, discovers new ways of understanding religion and of imaging the Divine. In one of her letters to her sister, Nettie, Celie writes about a conversation she’s had with her friend/lover Shug: “She say, ‘My first step from the old white man was trees. Then air. Then birds. Then other people. But one day when I was sitting quiet and feeling like a motherless child, which I was, it come to me: that feeling of being a part of everything, not separate at all. I knew that if I cut a tree, my arm would bleed.’”1

To think theologically is to ask the questions of how the Divine is intertwined with the world: How do we understand the unfathomable mystery that we’ve come to call God? Is there a God whose character and ways of relating to the world can be explained in ways that make sense? As Culver “Bill” Nelson has suggested, even the word “God” itself is a “very slender word that simply covers our shivering ignorance.” Exploring these and other questions and concepts is at the heart of thinking theologically—a practice in which we all engage, whether we know it or not.

Reading the Bible closely, it becomes clear that there’s no one way of understanding who God is and how God relates to the world. Hebrew scripture scholar Rolf Knierim opens his The Task of Old Testament Theology by stating that, “The Old Testament contains a plurality of theologies.”2 The Bible is the witness of generations of faithful people recording their own understandings of the divine in their particular time, place, and culture. This theological pluralism reveals changing, developing, and sometimes conflicting ideas about God.

The challenge of thinking theologically is about maintaining a creative tension between various perspectives—an exercise that generates dialogue, not absolute certainty. At its best, thinking theologically is not about facts, but about wrestling with often abstract ideas and concepts.

Winnie Varghese puts it this way:

I think a theological framework keeps us with the perspective that what God desires for us is much greater than what we can imagine amongst ourselves. The gift of theological thinking is that it can give us a freedom to hope for much more than seems practical. It should make us seem a bit foolish, I think, what we dream of as justice, what we dream of for our families, what we dream of for our nation and for the world, because we are supposed to be trying to view the world with God’s vision and not just with what we can imagine. From the beginning, our imaginations about who we can be are just far too small.

Traditional understandings of Christology, Atonement, and the Incarnation are all in flux. In fact, many people find these concepts to be irrelevant to contemporary spirituality. Yet thinking theologically creates a disequilibrium that makes us continually rethink our beliefs in light of our changing understanding and ongoing experiences. In many ways, this entire book is an exercise in thinking theologically.

To demonstrate how thinking theologically helps us make sense of the often confusing or contradictory ideas of the Bible, we’ll spend this chapter looking at two of the major ideas that create conflict among people of faith. The first is the language we use for the Divine. The second is the notion of “omnipotence.”

SPEAKING OF GOD

Many of us get in a rut with our language about or image of God. We find that our view of God is narrow and constricting. As our life experience broadens our understanding, some of us become conflicted over whether we can believe at all. Maya Angelou relates how in her twenties in San Francisco she “became a sophisticate and an acting agnostic.” She says, “It wasn’t that I stopped believing in God; it’s just that God didn’t seem to be around the neighborhoods I frequented.”3 Harry Emerson Fosdick was fond of telling the story of a distraught student who exclaimed, “I don’t believe in God!” Fosdick replied, “Tell me about this God you don’t believe in; chances are I don’t believe in that God either.”4

Mystics, theological thinkers, and the Bible itself have shown that there are as many images and ideas to express the Divine as there are experiences of God. The biblical writers use a rich pallet of metaphors and poetic language to point toward what is ultimately a mystery. The Divine is described as a potter, a cup (of cool water), a path, a safe place, a rock, a burning bush, an eagle, and a whirlwind—all wonderful metaphors that help us assign a variety of attributes to the Divine without being the exclusive last word.

One of the most common ways of imaging God is as a father. Listening to many prayers and liturgies, one might think it was the only image of God in scripture.
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