
VOLUME 33    NUMBER 5

September–October 2020

In this issue . . . 

An Advocate for Religious Literacy

non profit org
us postage 

paid
ann arbor, mi

permit #87

Westar Institute
PO Box 346, Farmington, Minnesota 55024

 www.westarinstitute.org

Easter and Ancient Myths 
Arthur George 8

Moving Words Joe Bessler 3
Wandering towards Transcendence John Van Hagen 13
Spring 2020 Christianity Seminar Report Perry V. Kea 17
Book Review: Jesus and John Wayne By Kristin Kobes Du Mez 23
“Is There a Text in this Church?” Jason BeDuhn 25



Dispatches

from the Board of Directors

I am not a believer in “human nature.” In postmodern thought, human nature is a creation 
of cultural history and language, not an essential and invariable element. Yet, to contradict 
myself, I have always noticed in life that human beings will not change unless there is a 

crisis. Maybe that is human nature.
The Westar community, staff, and Board of Directors have consistently pushed Westar to 

change not its mission, which remains scholarship in public for the public, but its mode of deliver-
ing scholarship to the public. The Board of Directors steadily heard from Associates that Westar 
needed to get online and to develop online programming. What we may have lacked was a crisis 
to change us. Then, along came COVID-19 and by way of sheer necessity Westar quickly got all 
its programming online. A crisis, and a reaction to a crisis!

COVID-19 is a tragedy and I am not making light of it. People suffer and thousands have 
died. It has also challenged and changed systems of education and forms of gatherings. For 
Westar this has meant the appearance, far more quickly than planned, of a new online presence 
as we continue to address the five priorities of Westar’s re-charged mission: 1) a Westar Think 
Tank, 2) a Westar Online Academy, 3) an alternate annual meeting schedule, 4) a Professional 
Membership, and 5) a Westar Speakers Bureau.

Paramount among the five priorities is establishing a Westar Online Academy, something 
that has been a Westar vision for years. I am pleased to announce that Celene Lillie has agreed 
to be the Academic Dean in charge of overseeing the new Westar Academy and the develop-
ment of its curriculum. Her first tasks will include defining the academy’s operations, identify-
ing the first courses in its curriculum, determining the participation of scholars, and deciding 
upon the best means of delivery to the public. Celene brings excellent experience both from 
the Tanho Centre and from her work as an online educator in university and church envi-
ronments. Celene is also an outstanding scholar who has added much diversity and new aca-
demic expertise to Westar’s JSOR program. Celene started as Dean of the Westar Academy in 
September. We hope to have the first offerings of the curriculum available to the public in early 
2021.

The Westar staff and Board of Directors look forward to working with Celene to develop 
the academy, and to providing another avenue for Westar to offer scholarship in public for the 
public. 

Are you looking for a good reason to donate to Westar or a good project to support finan-
cially? The academy fits the bill! I hope that Westar can continue to count on the vision and 
generosity of its members to support this and other new initiatives in Westar’s future.

Stay safe, stay well. 

Sincere good wishes,

David Galston
Westar Executive Director

he Westar Institute was created to conduct scholarship in religion in 
front of the public and to communicate the results of scholarship to  

the public. 
The academic study of religion has been well established in colleges and 

universities since the seventeenth century. However, the treasures of that 
scholarship have been buried in unintelligible jargon and have not been 
shared beyond academic circles. 

Westar conducts its research in public and shares the results of its research 
in accessible language. The Westar mission is twofold: to conduct responsible, 
critical research and to raise the level of public literacy in religion.

Religious literacy is important for:
 • understanding and engaging cultural diversity
 • developing informed and independent thought
 • guarding against religious fanaticism
 • liberation from religious bullies

Westar members:
 • alert the institute to public concerns and issues
 • participate in online and in-person programs
 • provide membership dues and contributions to support ongoing work
 • are the primary means of enlisting new members
 • work to make Westar scholarship come alive in community practice

Westar Seminars:
 • The Jesus Seminar (1985–1998)
 • The Paul Seminar (1993–2010)
 • The Christian Origins Seminar (2006–2009)
 • The Acts Seminar (2000–2011)
 • The Christianity Seminar, Phase I (2013–2020)
 • Seminar on God and the Human Future (2014–present)
 • The Christianity Seminar, Phase II (2020–present)
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Editorial

Art Dewey

Entanglements
In the midst of the incessant bombardment of 
worry and woe from this endless COVID summer, 
a memory from long ago derailed my lamenting 
train of thought. How far back was it? My sons 
were still at home. We were on vacation and the visit was 
a negotiated affair. Mom and Dad got their wish to enjoy 
a museum and the guys got a night in the hotel pool with 
room service pizza. But what sticks with me is that both of 
my sons got entirely entangled in the museum’s exhibit. 
Their inherent curiosity got the better of them as soon as 
they came upon the display. 

It was at this point that my memory 
could not dredge up the artist or the exhib-
it’s title. I knew the location: The Wexner 
Center in Columbus, Ohio. But the year? I 
went online. Despite a listing of exhibitions, 
I could not find what I had remembered. In 
desperation I emailed the Center, now closed due to the 
epidemic. Within days a curatorial associate wrote back. 
Kristin Helmick-Brunet took my enigmatic description (“a 
fascinating exhibit featured a room made of white webs 
and filaments; people were encouraged to enter and, as 
they maneuvered, various effects occurred”) and found 
what I was attempting to recall. “I believe the exhibition 
you are thinking of was Ernesto Neto: Sister Naves which ran 
from April 14–August 13, 2000 here at the Wex,” she wrote. 
She kindly attached a number of photos from the exhibit. 

By 2000 Ernesto Neto had already gained a name 
for himself for exploring the construction of social space 
and the natural world by inviting physical interaction and 
sensory experience. He led Brazilian artists in a vanguard 

Continued on page 22

We become forgetful  
in our rush  

to demonstrate  
our “rights.”

Installation view of Ernesto Neto: Sister Naves at the Wexner Center 
for the Arts, April 14–August 13, 2000.

movement that incorporated organic shapes and 
materials, engaged the five senses and thereby 
produced a new type of sensory perception that 
renegotiates boundaries between artwork and 
viewer, the organic and fabricated, and the natu-
ral, spiritual, and social worlds.

But on that afternoon when my sons were 
still in their teens, I remember how we were im-
mediately daunted and fascinated by this white 
webbed structure. I remember there were small 
objects attached to the fabric at various points. 

You instinctively wanted to reach out and touch them. But 
to do so you had to step into the display, step onto this 
gossamer web that you were sure you would rip on taking 
even a step. Encouraged by the exhibit’s instructions, one 
by one, my boys and I stepped gingerly into the web. Each 
step we took jangled so many other parts of the piece. Our 

original tentativeness was soon replaced 
by a delicious sense of play. We wanted to 
make a move and see where and what rever-
berated. In the quiet of the Wexner Center 
on that summer afternoon, patrons could 
observe three figures in a quiet riot of dis-
covery. 

I never quite left that gauzy space, as my writing dem-
onstrates, for the interplay of everything still ricochets 
across my memory. Ernesto Neto set a trap two decades ago 
and I am still caught up in its implications. 

Every step we took in that web had some effect. 
Wherever my sons put their feet down tremors shivered 
across the diaphanous fabric. In this room we learned what 
Robin Meyers calls “consequentiality.” There we were tu-
tored, as we stepped, about how to raise and explore ques-
tions of consequence. Meyers puts it this way:

Cause and effect have long been relegated to the world of 
science and logic, but seldom have we explored “conse-
quentiality” as a deeply spiritual phenomenon. . . . What 
if everything really is connected to everything else? What 
if we do indeed live in a world of spiritual as well as physi-
cal equilibrium?1 

Meyers explores what Barbara Brown Taylor entitles “the 
luminous web.” In doing so he gets to the nub of our pres-
ent pandemic dilemma. He wisely sees that sin “is not a bad 
seed but an existential selfishness.”2 He delivers words that 
speak to the dyspeptic condition of our nation: “I am im-
mune says every lost and dangerous human being from the 
consequences that bind other human beings.”3 

As our enforced “monkdom” continues, as we long to 
contact our loved ones, as we hanker to return to what we 
have known, we become forgetful in our rush to demon-
strate our “rights.” We neglect that we are indeed stepping 
on the very fabric of what makes our life worth living. We 
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moving words

 a. Of course, one could add to these basic topics any number of 
others, including: revelation, or topics informed by the theology of the 
Church such as spirituality and sacraments.

Joe Bessler

hat do you theologians actually study?” my 
friend and retired colleague would ban-
ter at me across the hall. “Biblical scholars 

study the Bible, church historians study church history, 
but the best I can figure is that theologians study other 
theologians.” Being a biblical scholar himself, he loved 
poking that jibe at me. Of course, Brandon Scott knew 
that biblical scholars are finely attuned to what other 
biblical scholars have said about the Bible, and church 
historians are deeply attentive to the methods of histori-
ography practiced by their peers and elders. So, there’s 
no getting away from the obvious point that scholars in 
any academic field read and study within their discipline. 
Still, I love his question, and it is one of several very ba-
sic ones that I attempt to answer in the book project on 
which I am currently working.

I teach at Phillips Theological Seminary, where we 
educate women and men for ministry, mostly those study-
ing for ordination in The Christian Church (Disciples 
of Christ) and The United Church of Christ, but we also 
have Unitarian students, and some non-theistic students 
as well as United Methodist, African American Episcopal 
and Christian Methodist Episcopal., Presbyterian, and 
Baptist students. It is a lively conversation. Phillips has 
developed a more progressive posture over the years, a 
posture in which the entire faculty encourages our stu-
dents to take seriously critical questions about Christian 
scriptures, history, doctrine, and practice. In the kind of 
revolutionary, postcolonial age in which we are living, ba-
sic questions about the nature of a discipline are where 
the action is. It is our conviction that real courage for 
ministry follows from the courage to ask significant and 
serious questions. So, at stake in my response to Scott is 
a fundamental understanding of what we theologians do: 
what we study, what we teach.

By theologians, Scott meant systematic theologians, or 
constructive theologians as many today, including myself, 
prefer to be called. Systematic theology attempts to offer 
a coherent and thorough (or systematic) interpretation of 
all the major topics of Christian faith. In figures such as 

“W Paul Tillich, one frequently finds the assumption that while 
each generation might need to interpret the meaning of 
the faith anew, a truly profound interpretation would be 
universal in scope, applicable to all. The term constructive 
theology has emerged as theologians themselves realize 
that theologies are deeply contextual constructions, reflect-
ing not only their generation but their cultural location. 
Living today in what is becoming a global and postcolonial 
world, many theologians are attempting to listen more 
closely to the critiques and creative work coming from a 
variety of cultural quarters. 

Teaching and writing, for the most part, in the field of 
Christian theology, theologians offer contemporary inter-
pretations or constructions of the major topics that have 
come down to us over the centuries as carrying the core 
of orthodox Christian faith. Even in the process of decon-
structing these topics in a variety of ways, as many of us 
currently do, one finds oneself playing off of and against 
and within these changing yet oddly persistent, if ghostly 
topics. Specifically, therefore, when Scott says that it seems 
that theologians study mainly other theologians he is, in 
part, asking about this continuity of topics across centuries. 
Perhaps somewhat bluntly put, one can name these topics 
as: God understood as a Trinity, creation and human be-
ings created in the image of God, sin, the meaning of the 
Christ and salvation, grace and faith at the center of the 
Church, and eschatology.a

Across the centuries, theologians have not interpreted 
these topics in the same way, with rapid social and global 
change accelerating the differences and shifts in construct-
ing and reconstructing these topics. And it is this fact of 
changing interpretations that helps us begin to answer 
Scott’s question. If the topics themselves provide continu-
ity for the discipline, what explains the differences across 
these many perspectives? 

the political life of theology
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How and Why Theological Shifts Occur
The emergence of Christian orthodoxy in the fourth 
and fifth centuries of the common era, while claiming to 
provide definitive statements on the nature of God and 
the Christ, was profoundly influenced by Platonic and 
Neoplatonic philosophy. Centuries later, when Aristotle’s 
philosophy re-emerged in the West, theologians such as 
Thomas Aquinas interpreted Christian orthodoxy from 
within that philosophical worldview. Rejecting philosophi-
cal models, Protestant reformers opted for a kind of bibli-
cal theology that sought to re-root the claims of Christian 
orthodoxy in the authority of the biblical texts and in 
language more accessible to Christians in the wake of the 
discovery of the printing press. And as modernity dawned, 
with the emergence of science and history and philoso-
phies more rooted in human perception than in divine cer-
tainties, the interpretation of these topics took a decidedly 
more humanistic turn. In the mid-to-late twentieth cen-
tury, in the wake of international acknowledgement of the 
Holocaust and of the Civil Rights movement in the United 
States, and the recognition of both global 
poverty and global human rights, one saw 
the development of Death of God theolo-
gies,1 of feminist and womanist theology, of 
liberationist theologies, all of which over-
throw classical ideas of God’s ruling power 
(evident in “established” state religions) in 
favor of concepts of God that demand hu-
man justice. This very brief and partial list is intended only 
to make a simple but important point: the discipline of the-
ology is a contested and contestable one. When new situa-
tions and newfound political voices emerge—in scientific, 
in philosophical, in socio-political discourse—or, in other 
words, when understandings of reality and social power 
shift—one finds new expressions of theology attempting to 
adapt to, or otherwise respond to those new expressions 
and challenges. 

What theology studies, therefore, is not only the tra-
dition—previous understandings and interpretations of 
Christian faith and orthodoxy—but also the multiple, 
emergent trajectories of human experience, culture, and 
language in the present. The task of theology is not only 
to engage the study of classic texts, such as the Bible, and 
of favored eras of the past in the way that much Protestant 
and Catholic theology has done even in the modern pe-
riod, but to offer proposals for how faith should be understood 
and lived in the present-moving-into-the future. While even this 
statement, as we will see, is too narrow, for now it enables 
us to respond to Scott’s question by saying that theology is 
a discourse of leadership, offering proposals for how the 
resources of a faith tradition should be critiqued as well as 
drawn upon in engaging the increasingly diverse discourses 

and cultural settings of the modern and now postmodern 
world.b

Power or Persuasion?
While theology is a discourse of leadership, offering serious 
proposals for how the faith community should understand 
itself and engage its world, it has no real power, apart from 
its own persuasiveness, to enact its views. Just as there is no 
way for the scholars of the Jesus Seminar to impose their 
findings about the historical Jesus on other New Testament 
scholars except by the persuasiveness of their arguments, so 
also theologians cannot force ecclesial bodies to embrace 
their proposals for a feminist, ecological, liberationist, or 
deconstructive theology. At best, theologians can persuade 
people of faith and good will that addressing these issues 
of cultural and global concern lies at the heart of living the 
gospel of Jesus in our time and place.

The fact that theology is a persuasive discipline also 
explains why much theology in the West remains writ-
ten by denominational theologians hoping to sway eccle-
siastical bodies to move in this or that direction, even as 

many of these denominations continue 
to decline. Others of us seek a broader 
audience, hoping to tap into a religious 
imagination neither wholly past nor yet 
fully born. Thus, while some theology con-
tinues to be written in light of the norms 
and classics of the tradition, other the-
ologies attempt to engage the norms of 

a new realism as they emerge in the language of science 
and philosophy. This tension between these emphases 
on the tradition (identity) and contemporary situation 
(experience) is not new; one sees it virtually from the be-
ginning. What is new, however, and quite profoundly so, 
is the dynamic plurality of voices: voices of a new athe-
ism, a new post-theism, with liberation, feminist, earth-
centered, disability, and postcolonial theologies calling 
for more explicit political and economic transformation. 

One might still object to my suggestion that theology 
offers a proposal for leadership by asking whether biblical 
studies is not a similar discourse of leadership. Or church 
history. At one level one can immediately see how new 
scholarship on the parables, or Paul, or the synoptic gos-
pels, or Acts of the Apostles might open up new interpreta-
tions that both challenge old understandings of the faith 
and open up new possibilities. The same applies to studies 

 b. While definitions of the postmodern vary considerably, I mean the 
social-political period from about the time of the mid-twentieth century 
on, when the certainties of the modern period including the West’s 
colonial power, state authorized racism, the assumed structures of male 
dominance, and the normativity of heterosexuality were increasingly 
challenged by liberation movements on behalf of those colonized and 
marginalized peoples.

Theology has no real 
power apart from its  
own persuasiveness  
to enact its views.
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in church history, along with a myriad of non-theological 
disciplines including philosophy, aesthetics, and ethics. To 
be sure, a good theologian needs to be listening to those ar-
eas of research. But neither church historians nor biblical 
scholars nor ethicists have as their fundamental task—and 
precisely to preserve their own disciplinary regimen and 
integrity—the work of proposing contemporary interpreta-
tions of the faith itself.c That final task, the task of propos-
ing new, affirming traditional, or deconstructing existing 
models of faith, falls to the theologian. 

While I have begun to answer Scott’s question about 
what a theologian does, I still need to answer an even 
thornier aspect of the problem, namely, “Why are these the 
topics?”

“Why Are These the Topics?”
“Why are these the topics?” my good, very feminist friend 
asked, coming out of a theological lecture one fall after-
noon when we were both students at the University of 
Chicago back in the 1980s. “Why are these the topics? 
Can’t we ever be done with sin and grace, Christology, and 
the Church? Can’t we just move on?” And I found myself 
laughing not only with her frustration, but at the very real 
insight of the question. Why these topics indeed!

Here is my thesis: the reason that variations on the 
themes or topics of (1) creation/image of God, (2) sin, (3) 
Christology, (4) the Church with its language of grace and 
faith, and (5) eschatology are the topics of Christian theol-
ogy is because these are the Christian names for the topics, the 
moves, that mark virtually any form of public proposal for persons 
to enter into a cooperative venture. A more secular naming of 
these topics would be: (1) affirming the core goodness of 
the intended audience, (2) surfacing a profound problem 
that threatens that goodness, (3) proposing a solution to 
that problem that also restores the goodness, (4) the con-
tours of a new community if the proposal is embraced, (5) 
the hope for a new future stemming from the proposed so-
lution and emergence of renewed community. The topics 
of Christian theology, therefore, are not as utterly unique 
as Christian tradition might wish to have it. The topics 
emerge out of the fundamental character of virtually any 
public situation in which a person or group is proposing 
that a community join together to move in a particular di-
rection. That proposed direction might be toward the vi-
tality of the new in contrast to the deadening oppression 
of the old, or to the integrity of the old in contrast to the 

banality of the new. It might be a call to stay the course; it 
might be a call to change courses. It might be a call to lis-
ten more deeply to others, but it could be a call to ignore 
others. 

Proposals of leadership call us to move in various di-
rections, but the formal elements of such diverse proposals 
remain fairly stable. Theologians engage those above five 
topics not simply for the sake of argumentative coherence, 
or as part of the ongoing play of continuity/discontinuity 
with voices from the tradition—both of which are impor-
tant—but because they are the topics by which theologians 
make proposals for how Christian faith communities should 
understand themselves and engage the world.

Because we are not used to thinking of theology in 
this way, I want to share an experience from nearly thirty 
years ago that began to change my mind about the nature 
of theology. It was the 1992 Democratic Convention, and 
Bill Clinton was delivering his acceptance speech, in effect 
donning the mantle of party leadership as they moved into 
the fall election. At first, I noticed only the “New Covenant” 
section of the speech, somewhere near the middle, and 
thought it was an interesting choice, a good way of sig-
naling both the sacred origins of the nation as well as a 
theme of new beginning. Had not the Pilgrims spoken in 
similar terms of a “compact”? This “New Covenant” was 
an interesting move, returning in a way to that early po-
litical starting point, but also letting Republicans know that 
Democrats would not be surrendering the religious/moral 
values ground to groups like the Christian Coalition and 
Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority. 

It would be some months later before I looked at the 
speech more carefully and noticed that Clinton’s reference 
to the New Covenant had come directly in the middle of 
the speech. I began to wonder how he had set up that par-
ticular move. I then noticed that in the section directly be-
fore his proposal for a New Covenant, Clinton had been 
speaking of the country “falling behind” under President 
Bush, who himself was caught up in “a failed economic the-
ory.” Clinton augmented this indictment of Bush’s failure 
to lead with images of both sloth and arrogance—of not 
doing enough to help American workers and of being out 
of touch with the obligation to nurture the growth of the 
middle class. 

“So, that’s why we needed a New Covenant,” I thought 
to myself. “But surely,” I continued, “there hadn’t been a 
downward slide all along.” So, I turned to the beginning of 
the speech, and suddenly, as a theological reader, I knew 
where I was. Once the opening formalities of the speech 
were out of the way, Clinton began to locate himself, his 
character, and his policy proposals within the good and 
enduring values of both his family and the “American 
Dream of an expanding middle class.” He began with sto-
ries of his mother, his grandfather, and his wife, Hillary, 

 c. This doesn’t mean that church historians and biblical scholars 
cannot cross over into the work of theology. Rudolf Bultmann was very 
interested in theology. So too was Marcus Borg. Church historians, too, 
can also cross into the work of doing theology. My colleague at Phillips, 
Ellen Blue, when writing of the challenges posed in the aftermath of hur-
ricane Katrina in New Orleans, argued for a theological vision to enable 
the kinds of cooperation called for.
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whose concern for their family, their neighbors, and all of 
our children grounded his own policy commitments. Yes, 
here was the starting point of the enduring goodness of 
the American people, by no means lost entirely, but need-
ing a new advocate in the person of Bill Clinton to restore 
that goodness to the institutions of American political and 
economic life.

Once I saw the arc of these first three moves of the 
speech, I then turned to the latter sections with greater 
expectation. Clinton did not disappoint. For even in the 
process of concluding his proposal of the New Covenant 
between the government and its citizens, he sounded 
the theme of a revitalized community: words not only of 
union and community—“there is no ‘them’; there is only 
us, one nation under God, indivisible with unity and jus-
tice for all”—but words also of “faith” and his castigation 
of then President Bush for mocking his [Clinton’s] use of 
what Bush had called “the vision thing.” I will dwell on only 
one significant passage about this new community that 
Clinton claimed would follow if he were elected and his 
New Covenant proposals were approved.

But the New Covenant is about more than opportunities 
and responsibilities for you and your families. It’s also 
about our common community. Tonight, every one of 
you knows deep in your heart that we are too divided. 
It is time to heal America. And so we must say to every 
American: Look beyond the stereotypes that blind us. 
We need each other—all of us—we need each other. We 
don’t have a person to waste, and yet for too long poli-
ticians have told the most of us that are doing all right 
that what’s really wrong with America is the rest of us—
“them.” Them—the minorities. Them—the liberals. 
Them—the poor. Them—the homeless. Them—the 
people with disabilities. Them—the gays. We’ve gotten to 
where we’ve nearly “them’ed” ourselves to death: Them, 
and them, and them. But, this is America. There is no 
“them.” There is only “us.” One nation, under God, indi-
visible, with liberty and justice for all. That—that, is our 
Pledge of Allegiance, and that’s what the New Covenant 
is all about.2

It is a remarkable passage in which the only “them” that re-
mains are those who are doing the “theming”! The passage 
thus constructs a movement toward an inclusive and wel-
coming society even as it brilliantly critiques, with language 
both old and new, a position that no longer squares with 
the vision of society set forth in the New Covenant.

But Clinton was not yet finished. In another remark-
able move, focused on the language of vision for the fu-
ture, he spoke as a father about his daughter, Chelsea, and 
the world she will inhabit. 

I want every person in this hall and every person in this 
land to reach out and join us in a great new adventure, to 
chart a bold new future.

As a teenager, I heard John Kennedy’s summons to citi-
zenship. And then, as a student at Georgetown I heard 
that call clarified by a professor name Carol Quigley, who 
said to us that America was the greatest nation in history 
because our people had always believed in two things: 
that tomorrow can be better than today and that every 
one of us has a personal moral responsibility to make it 
so.

That—that kind of future entered my life the night our 
daughter, Chelsea, was born. As I stood in the delivery 
room, I was overcome with the thought that God had 
given me a blessing my own father never knew—the 
chance to hold my child in my arms.

Somewhere at this very moment a child is being born in 
America. Let it be our cause to give that child a happy 
home, a healthy family, and a hopeful future. Let it be 
our cause to see that that child has a chance to live to the 
fullest of her God-given capacities. 

Let it be—Let it be our cause to see that child grow up 
strong and secure, braced by her challenges but never 
struggling alone, with family and friends and a faith that, 
in America, no one is left out; no one is left behind. 

Let it be—Let it be our cause that when this child is able, 
she gives something back to her children, her commu-
nity, and her country. 

Let it be our cause that we give this child a country that is 
coming together, not coming apart, a country of bound-
less hopes and endless dreams, a country that once again 
lifts its people and inspires the world. Let that be our 
cause, our commitment, and our New Covenant.

My fellow Americans, I end tonight where it all began for 
me. I still believe in a place called Hope. 

As Clinton had spoken of his mother, grandfather, and 
spouse at the beginning of the speech, linking their virtues 
to his learning, he turns at the end to speak of his daugh-
ter, Chelsea, and of the way she, and all our children, guide 
our sense of responsibility to provide for a future in which 
they can grow and thrive in an expanding vision of the 
American Dream.

When I had watched the speech the night of the con-
vention, those moves had simply washed over me. Yes, I had 
caught the “New Covenant” line but the more subtle struc-
ture of the speech had gone unnoticed by me, and, one 
should say, by professional critics as well. One critic, writing 
in The New York Times, called attention to some of the rhe-
torical flourishes of the speech, but had failed to comment 
on any broader structure. Months later as I finished poring 
over the text of the speech, I was stunned that this speech, 
delivered in the act of donning the mantle of party leader-
ship in the 1992 campaign for the presidency, should echo 
so closely with the major topics that I was typically dealing 
with as a theologian: (1) creation in the image of God; (2) 
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sin; (3) Christology; (4) the Church, and (5) future vision 
or eschatology. To be clear, I am not saying that Clinton was 
a theologian in this speech, but that the coherence of his 
proposal for leading the nation is analogous to the moves 
of a theological proposal. 

The Political and the Theological
Let’s look at this notion of coherence more closely. Simply 
put, the way Clinton interpreted the goodness of the 
American people in that first topic would shape the way the 
second topic dealt with what was wrong in the Bush presi-
dency. Because Clinton linked the goodness of America 
and the American Dream with an expanding middle class 
that is generous and fair and “plays by the rules,” his sharp-
est criticism of then President Bush was that his policies 
had undercut the middle class and thereby threatened the 
moral character of the nation itself. In order to persuade 
Americans to vote Bush out of office, Clinton had to argue 
not simply that Bush had made a few policy errors, which 
could after all be forgiven, but that Bush, while being a 
good man, was leading the country into social and moral 
disaster. 

Clinton’s speech needed to articulate a sense of ur-
gency that the goodness and strength of America was 
being undermined by a leader who was not committed 
to strengthening and expanding the well-being of the 
American middle class. And that is why Clinton’s third 
topic announced what he called a New Covenant, a new 
understanding of the relationship between government 
and the people that restores the commitment to America’s 
middle class, so recklessly threatened by Bush’s policies. 
The country, Clinton argued, needed this New Covenant, 
and the only way to secure it would be by electing him. 

From that pivotal moment in the speech—it was by far 
its longest section—Clinton then, as we have seen, affirmed 
the kind of community (topic four) that would follow from 
his election: an American community that would be less di-
visive, that would pull together to enhance all our fortunes 
collectively. That renewal of American community, autho-
rized along the lines of his New Covenant, would in turn 
open a hopeful future (topic five) keeping the American 
Dream alive. 

If Clinton had failed to connect these topics in a seam-
less way—and many political speeches fail to do so—then 
his speech would have lacked not only coherence but ur-
gency, because it would have been unclear what he was ask-
ing the nation to choose between and why. And without 
coherence and urgency, Clinton’s proposal would have 
also lacked persuasiveness. The way a proposal interprets 
one topic shapes the way it deals with the others. 

For some years, I thought the Clinton speech was 
something of an exception, using the topical structure of 
Christian theology to enhance and deepen the appeal of 

his candidacy. Indeed, Christian theologians like Reinhold 
Niebuhr, Martin Marty, and Langdon Gilkey have written 
persuasively on the ways in which political discourse, par-
ticularly in America, has long drawn upon the themes of 
Christian theology. Still, I was surprised to see this structure 
played out from beginning to end not only in Clinton’s 
convention address, but subsequently as well in the conven-
tion addresses of George W. Bush, Al Gore, Barack Obama, 
John McCain, Mitt Romney, Hilary Clinton, even in the 
convention address of Donald Trump, in a very truncated 
way to be sure, but also in Joe Biden’s. Not all as eloquently, 
but there those topics appeared time and again, providing 
the interconnected structure of their differing political 
proposals.

I had been so influenced by my teachers to see that 
political speech frequently plays off Christian, religious 
discourse in order to reach a wider audience that I was 
slow to imagine something else: what if the structure of 
Christian theology were itself inherently political? What if 
those Christian topics, instead of being entirely unique, or 
sui generis, were themselves particular manifestations of a 
more fundamental linguistic practice, namely that of offer-
ing proposals for leadership, appeals urging audiences to 
decide to commit to being and working together? What if 
religious language was fundamentally political, fundamen-
tally a discourse of proposing, of gathering?

What of God?
At this point one might well ask, “Why have you not spoken 
more about God?” That’s a fair question, in part because 
across the centuries Christian theologians have so focused 
on the power, presence, and mystery of God that they have 
overlooked the shaping significance of this proposal struc-
ture. In much of Christian tradition it is taken for granted 
that without God and God’s initiative, human beings can 
do nothing meritorious at all. Thus, for someone to call 
attention to the “proposal character” of constructive theol-
ogy could, itself, sound like an act of hubris. 

Yet, what focusing on the proposal structure of those 
five major topics calls attention to is that whatever model 
of God is invoked in works of constructive theology, that 
model of God will be fitted rhetorically to the proposal. My 
point is not simply that a theological proposal is internally 
coherent—how you interpret one topic, including God, 
shapes the way you interpret the other topics. That is true 
not only of more classical monarchical models of God in 
periods of Christian empire, but also in more immanent, 
more “hidden in the world” models of God in support of 
proposals seeking to deal with the urgency of issues such 
as climate change and social justice. My point is that un-
derstanding the proposal that is being offered by the theo-
logian in those five moves—and grasped by the reader 

Continued on page 22
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Easter and Ancient Myths
Arthur George

he body of myths is full of heroes and gods who die 
and are then resurrected, reborn, or undergo deifi-
cation. Others, like King Arthur and Quetzalcoatl, 

have died and are supposed to return someday. Some he-
roes and humans are simply borne up to heaven without 
dying, such as Enoch and Elijah. The infant Dionysus was 
killed and resurrected before growing up and performing 
his miraculous deeds. The themes of dying gods, resurrect-
ing gods, and gods returning after death and resurrection 
are standard motifs in Thompson’s Motif-Index.1 One claim 
often seen, beginning over a century ago with the influ-
ential scholar of religion James Frazer and continuing in 
popular books and on the Internet, is that Christ was just 
one of many “dying-and-rising gods” from the ancient Near 
East and Egypt who are said to include Dumuzi/Tammuz, 
Baal, Osiris, Adonis, and Attis.2 Frazer claimed, for ex-
ample, that “the Easter celebration of the dead and risen 
Christ was grafted upon a similar celebration of the dead 
and risen Adonis.”3

Insofar as the Easter resurrection story has a mythi-
cal character, it becomes important to distinguish which 
aspects of the story partake of archetypal motifs common 
to other myths and which are more specific to Christian 
Easter. This article first considers the “dying-and-rising” 
god motif, and then discusses other possibilities. I con-
clude that the origins of the Easter story do not lie with 
dying-and-rising gods. Instead, the more relevant parallels 
lie in Greco-Roman “translation fables” about figures who 
die and are resurrected into heaven.a

This article does not address questions of historicity. 
Rather, I am concerned with how the Easter story is told 
in the manner of myth, utilizing mythological motifs. For 
this purpose, it is important to have in mind in what com-
munity belief in Christ’s resurrection first arose. It may 
have arisen amongst Jesus’ immediate followers in Judea or 
Galilee shortly after the crucifixion. Alternatively, it could 
have arisen in one or more communities in the greater 

T Mediterranean Greco-Roman world where the Christ fig-
ure was expanding and being mythologized. 

Dying-and-Rising Gods
In recent decades scholars have challenged the very valid-
ity of the “category” of dying-and-rising gods, claiming that 
there is not enough meaningful commonality in the myths.4 
This is important because Christ cannot be included into a 
category that does not exist. Alternatively, if the category 
is valid according to a certain definition, then we need to 
consider the similarities and differences between such dei-
ties and Christ. 

When the noted New Testament scholar Bart Ehrman 
argued against Christ being a dying-and-rising god, he did 
so mainly by attacking the validity of the category (but also 
arguing that the earliest Christians did not consider Jesus 
God, but rather the Messiah),5 so he did not need to get 
into comparisons with other gods. Rather than revisit the 
issue of “category,” which cannot be resolved here, I cover 
the alternative, arguing that, assuming that the category 
exists, Christ does not qualify as a “dying-and-rising god.” 
For this purpose, I am concerned with stories about deities 
or semi-divine beings who either die and then return to 
life or retreat to the underworld (the realm of death) and 
reemerge. These myths are invariably associated with the 
seasonal/agricultural cycle. There is periodicity (normally 
annual) involved, either in the myth itself or when in ritu-
als people commemorate the mythical event at the same 
time each year. 

If the category is valid, it is relevant only among people 
who are aware of it. But in the case of Jews during Christ’s 
time, dying-and-rising gods were not on the radar, mean-
ing that no such category existed in their minds. Even 
in respect to older times, in the Hebrew Bible the traces 
of dying-and-rising gods are scarce. Baal is mentioned in 
numerous places, but always in his capacity as a weather 
god (except for Zech 12:11, which mentions mourning for 
Hadad-Rimmon, a form of Baal). One of the abominations 
that Ezekiel mentioned was women weeping for Tammuz 
at the north gate of the Temple (Ezek 8:14), which would 
have been in 592 bce when Babylon (where Tammuz was 
from) was threatening. Daniel 11:37 mentions “the god be-

This article is adapted from the Easter chapter of the author’s book, The 
Mythology of America’s Seasonal Holidays (Palgrave Macmillan, 2020).

 a. Another relevant category is the deification of Roman emperors, 
which I discuss in my book, but is omitted here for lack of space.
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loved by women,” which is usually taken to mean Adonis. 
But there is no evidence that such gods were relevant forces 
among Jews in Jesus’ time, which was solidly monotheistic, 
and the religion and mythology was no longer tied to ag-
ricultural cycles. To the Jews, Yahweh himself provided all 
agricultural bounty, and he never disappeared for part of 
the year. Nor was the Jewish messiah, however understood, 
ever portrayed as dying. The scholar of religions Reza Aslan 
rightly observed that “belief in a dying-and-rising messiah 
simply did not exist in Judaism.”6 

Christ was not a dying-and-rising god
The Easter story and the dying-and-rising gods also dif-

fer conceptually in at least four important respects. First, the 
dying-and-rising god myths were based on the seasonal ag-
ricultural cycle. The god is dead for a considerable portion 
of the year before coming back to life, and the cycle re-
peats each year. And he comes back to life on earth (or in-
side it); he is never borne up to heaven. He is not a human 
who becomes a god or a god who incarnates as a human. 
Dying-and-rising gods also were commonly the consorts or 
sons of goddesses (e.g., Inanna/Ishtar, Cybele, Isis). Christ 
differs from these gods in all of these respects: no relation-
ship to vegetation; no repeated yearly cycle (he was resur-
rected just once and for all time); no long, seasonal period 
of being dead (he instead rose on the third day so lunar 
not seasonal mythology); he was incarnated as human 
while on earth; when he was resurrected he left the earth 
for heaven; and he was not married to, the son of, or other-
wise associated with any goddess but was borne of a mortal 
woman and thought of as the son of the male Jewish god. 

Second, myths are closely related to accompanying 
rituals. Differences in the ritual illustrate how the under-
lying myths differ. Indeed, the rituals in early Christianity 
and the cases of dying-and-rising agricultural gods were 
different and unrelated. The annual festival of Osiris, for 
example, celebrated when the Nile’s flood waters were 
about to recede and the crops could sprout, featured the 
building of “Osiris beds” filled with soil and sown with seed. 
Similarly, participants held “corn mummies” made of soil 
and seeds and wrapped in linen; some depicted his erect 
phallus, alluding to his ability to father the god Horus af-
ter his death.7 There is nothing of the kind in the Easter 
story. More generally, the rituals for dying-and-rising gods 
featured periods of mourning during the infertile part of 
the year; the deities died so that spring could come again. 
But Christ died and rose over three days, all in the spring. 
Ritual in early Christian communities was largely limited 
to baptism, the Eucharist, and the weekly communal meal.

Third, by Jesus’ time the notion of the bodily resur-
rection of humans (not gods) had already become estab-
lished among some Jews. It first became prominent during 
the Maccabean revolt against the tyranny of the Hellenistic 

king Antiochus (around 165 bce) when martyrs died de-
fending the Jewish Law; some Jews came to believe that 
these heroes would be recompensed by enjoying bodily res-
urrection (see, for example, 2 Macc 7:1–41). The Pharisees 
also seem to have believed in bodily resurrection,8 and the 
apocalypticism that Jesus reportedly embraced held that 
there would be a general resurrection of all dead humans 
at the end of times;9 a general resurrection is also envis-
aged in Dan 12:2. That is, in apocalyptic thought, includ-
ing that concerning Jesus, resurrection did not function in 
regard simply to particular individuals when they die, but 
rather was a single collective eschatological moment at the 
end of the age. In this scheme, all humans were going to be 
resurrected and face judgment, after which the elect living 
in the kingdom of God along with Christ would not suffer 
death. Here the contrast with rising gods is especially strong 
because those gods rise only to die again in the following 
year, which has nothing to do with eschatology. There is 
therefore no need to appeal to ancient beliefs about dying-
and-rising agricultural gods to explain how Jesus’ follow-
ers got the idea that he had been resurrected. Rather, his 
resurrection was logically required in order for the king-
dom to be established. As Ehrman rightly observed, for the 
initial Christians, Christ was not a god but had to be res-
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urrected to realize his destiny as the Messiah.10 This had 
nothing to do with concerns over agricultural cycles. After 
all, the existing world was about to come to an end, and in 
the kingdom of God there would be no hunger.

Fourth, insofar as we know, the dying-and-rising gods 
taught nothing. Jesus had ideas and teachings that he 
acted upon, and for which he was punished by execution, 
by humans. These were in principle historical, not mythi-
cal, events. Dying-and-rising gods were not executed, much 
less by humans. Their deaths were not sacrifices. They had 
nothing to do with morals, individual spirituality, human 
salvation, apocalypticism, or any kingdom of God. Dying-
and-rising gods were not messiahs.

The Myths and the spread of Christianity
In light of this evidence, the Easter resurrection story 

could not have originated from traditional dying-and-rising 
god myths.11 Nevertheless, some exemplars of the dying-
and-rising god motif may well have contributed in some way 
to the subsequent spread of Christianity among some gentiles 
in the Greco-Roman world. For example, the cult of Magna 
Mater (Cybele) and Attis became popular in Rome itself. 
The emperor Claudius (reigned 41–54 ce), because he fan-
cied himself a descendant of the Trojans from Asia Minor, 
declared the Phrygian Attis a Roman god, and instituted 
a two-week vernal equinox festival known as the Hilaria. 
As part of the festival ritual, Attis “died” by a pine tree on 
March 22, a large pine log with an image of Attis on it was 
brought to the Magna Mater temple in Rome, and he was 
reborn after three days on March 25, considered the date 
of the vernal equinox.12 This holiday arose too late and 
too far away from Palestine to have influenced the origin 
of the belief in Christ’s resurrection (if it originated from 
among his immediate followers), but later on it might have 
influenced people in Rome who would become Christian 
converts. Similarly, Dionysus may have been a model, since 
he died and was resurrected, was a savior god with a mys-
tery cult, and was popular in Palestine and throughout the 
Mediterranean during Jesus’ time.13 Such influences are 
hard to prove, however. For example, the church fathers 
Justin Martyr and Clement of Alexandria both felt a need to 
attack Dionysian religion,14 so it seems that there was influ-
ence and competition from it, but it hasn’t been proven that 
it set the example leading to belief in Christ’s resurrection.

The Mystery Cults
Potentially relevant here is the notion of death and re-

birth in Greek and Roman mystery cults, which involved 
initiates experiencing a spiritual form of death (to one’s 
prior self) and rebirth. But these mystery cults were not 
generally modeled on ancient dying-and-rising gods; 
most focused on goddesses. Most of them also arose too 
late to have influenced the origin of the Easter story. The 
Eleusinian Mysteries, while ancient, were modeled on 

the myth of Demeter and Persephone (and to some ex-
tent Dionysus). The Magna Mater cult in the form of the 
Hilaria festival,b as noted above, was installed by the em-
peror Claudius at a time when St. Paul was already talking 
about the resurrection; also, although Attis was resurrected 
in the Hilaria festival, there is no firm evidence that in 
Anatolia he was resurrected. The Mithraic Mysteries were 
modeled on Mithras, but he never actually died, and his 
characteristic mysteries are not in evidence before 100 
ce. There was a mystery cult of Isis in Rome, but it was in-
stalled only under Caligula, who built her temple there. 
Of the major mystery cults, only that of Dionysus, a resur-
rected god, was an active force when and where belief in 
Christ’s resurrection arose. This and other mystery cults, 
however, could have influenced the subsequent expansion 
of Christianity. Christianity offered a seemingly analogous 
alternative to pagan mystery cults through the initiation of 
baptism, rebirth into a new way of life, and the promise of 
salvation in eternal life. Outsiders often viewed Christianity 
as a mystery cult.

The mystery cults lead to an important psychological 
consideration. Specifically, dying-and-rising god myths, the 
Christ resurrection story, and the mysteries all may be ex-
pressions of the same archetypal processes within the hu-
man psyche, but being expressed somewhat differently in 
myths and rituals according to the differing cultures and 
situations. Thus, rather than one dying-and-rising god or 
resurrection myth being derivative of another, more likely 
they are archetypal responses to parallel religious situa-
tions.15 Scholars of the ancient Near East have noted the 
explanatory value of a psychological approach to such 
myths.16

For example, in discussing the psychology of the no-
tion of death and rebirth, Carl Jung argued that the simi-
larities of dying and-rising gods derive from archetypes of 
the collective unconscious and represent an effort of the 
psyche to experience a “permanence and continuity of life 
which outlasts all changes of form,” which helps develop 
the wholeness of one’s Self.17 Thus, he viewed the Christ 
figure as a symbol of the Self.18 From this perspective, the 
point is that the Easter story did not “copy” the dying-and-
rising god motif, but rather that resurrection myths and 
rituals in general emerge from same structures within the 
human psyche, which had developed through evolutionary 
processes as a result of typical human experiences. In my 
view, the archetypal character of the Easter story accounts 
not only for its shape, but correspondingly also for the 
appeal and ultimate success of Christianity in the Greco-
Roman world.

 b. Her cult as such was brought to Rome earlier, in 204 bce, but it 
seems to have focused on secret initiations and we don’t see any ritual 
of Attis being resurrected until the Hilaria festival, but that was a public 
event.
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We now turn to the alternative mythological motifs po-
tentially relevant to the Easter story. 

Greco-Roman Heroes and  
Deities in Translation Fables
One genre in the Greco-Roman mythical tradition is known 
as the “translation fable,” in which a human, demigod, or 
god living on earth dies and then is resurrected (deified 
in the case of humans) into heaven (i.e., “translated”).19 
There are dozens of such stories, including those about 
Romulus, Heracles, Aeneas, the Dioscuri, and Apollonius 
of Tyana. Such fables contain over a dozen common stan-
dard elements, including in particular

	 •	 the	translation	rectifying	an	injustice,	undoing	a	tragic	
loss, or vindicating the person;

	 •	 a	vanished	or	missing	body;
	 •	 one	or	more	post-translation	appearances	by	the	trans-

lated individual, particularly on a road, seen by one or 
more eyewitnesses;

	 •	 a	post-translation	didactic	speech	by	the	translated	
individual, often giving instructions;

	 •	 an	ascension,	often	by	winds	or	into	the	clouds.20 

The evangelists seem to have utilized such fables in com-
posing their Easter stories.21 Christ’s res-
urrection indeed fits several standard 
elements in it: he was executed as an in-
nocent man, and his resurrection vindi-
cated him; his tomb was found empty and 
the body was nowhere to be found; he 
then appeared to the disciples, when he 
provided further teachings and instruc-
tions; finally, he ascended into a cloud 
(Acts 1:9).

Romulus and Jesus
Space does not permit comparing Christ with the 

many Greco-Roman heroes and deities who were trans-
lated. Rather, I focus on one example specific to Rome 
because Roman myths were widely known. The story of 
Christ’s resurrection and later appearances bears several 
key resemblances to the mythologization of Romulus, the 
eponymous founder of Rome, who was dear to the Romans 
and probably their most famous figure. He was conceived 
when Mars slept with a vestal virgin and so was the son of 
a god, and founded the kingdom of Rome. According to 
the story of Romulus’s death, once he had put Rome on 
firm foundations, Mars decided that it was time to take him 
back up to heaven. According to the fable, one day when 
Romulus was reviewing his troops on the Field of Mars, he 
disappeared; the fable claimed that Mars had raised him 
up.22 Just in relation to the Easter events, we find at least 
the following parallels:23

	 •	 Like	Jesus	in	the	Gospel	of	John,	Romulus	was	pre-
existent and divine, came from the divine realm to 
incarnate for a specific earthly mission, and returned 
to heaven.24

	 •	 As	Romulus	was	dying	on	the	Field	of	Mars,	clouds	came,	
the sun disappeared, the sky went dark, and thunder 
clapped;25 he disappeared in a mist or cloud.26 When 
Jesus was dying, darkness came over the land, and at the 
moment of his death the earth shook (Matt 27:45, 51). 
He ascended to heaven in a cloud (Acts 1:9).

	 •	 When	Romulus	died,	his	body	(and	clothing)	disap-
peared and people wondered what had happened. 
Some suspected that certain Senators had killed him 
and spirited away the body27 (although no ancient 
source takes this position). After Jesus died, his body 
could not be found in the tomb, and people ap-
parently suspected that the disciples had stolen it. 
So Matthew countered that notion by having Pilate 
station guards at the tomb (27:63–66). After the body 
nevertheless disappeared, the guards were bribed to 
claim that the disciples stole it while they were asleep 
(28:12–13).

	 •	 After	Romulus	disappeared	and	his	body	could	not	
be found, the confused people hurried away from the 

Field of Mars.28 This aspect of the event 
was so famous and important that the 
day was celebrated as a holiday annually 
in the Roman world as the day of “The 
People’s Flight” (Poplifugia), thus ensconc-
ing Romulus’s ascension as the quintes-
sential resurrection story in the Roman 
world.29 The original ending of Mark, 
where the women fled the tomb upon 
discovering that the body was missing, 
may be modeled on this tradition, thus 
also indicating that Jesus was taken up.30

	 •	 The	people	concluded	that	Romulus	had	ascended	to	
heaven and become a god, and they began to worship 
him.31 The parallels to Jesus are obvious. In both cases 
there are eyewitnesses to the ascension (see the next 
point).

	 •	 After	the	death	of	Romulus,	his	intimate	friend	Julius	
Proculus reported that while traveling on the road 
he had seen Romulus coming toward him. When he 
asked Romulus what had happened, Romulus replied, 
“It was the pleasure of the gods, O Proculus, from 
whom I came, that I should be with mankind only a 
short time, and that after founding a city destined 
to be the greatest on earth for empire and glory, I 
should dwell again in heaven. . . . And I will be your 
propitious deity, [called] Quirinus.”32 Sightings of 
resurrected humans, particularly on a road, were a 
common feature in translation fables. This recalls the 

The story of Christ’s 
resurrection and later 

appearances bears 
several key resemblances 
to the mythologization of 
Romulus, the founder  

of Rome.
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encounter of two disciples with the resurrected Christ 
on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13–49).

	 •	 Romulus	offers	Proculus	(and	Rome	generally)	part-
ing advice and instructions.33 This parallels the part-
ing instructions that the resurrected Christ gave to his 
disciples.34 Both Romulus and Christ rose to heaven 
after giving their instructions.35

	 •	 In	both	cases,	their	admirers	recognized	his	divinity	
after his death and resurrection, calling him the son 
of God (of Mars in Romulus’s case).36 

	 •	 Both	Romulus	and	Christ	were	resurrected	and	im-
mortalized bodily (corporeally). This was a useful 
parallel because the Christians taught that the resur-
rected Christ existed in bodily as well as spiritual form, 
whereas the Greeks in general thought that the soul 
is immaterial and that an immortal exists only as spirit 
after death. 

Interestingly, after relating the story of Romulus’s death, 
Plutarch is skeptical about its historicity because it appears 
to parallel similar stories that were told about various Greek 
men and women who disappeared upon dying. This is sig-
nificant because it shows an ancient author raising doubts 
about a story that was following all-to-familiar mythological 
motifs.37 The church father Tertullian also noted that both 
Romulus and Jesus reportedly were taken up to heaven in a 
cloud, but claimed that this was “far more certain” to have 
occurred in Christ’s case than in Romulus’s.38

Conclusion
Dying-and-rising agricultural gods generally cannot ac-
count for the origin of belief in Christ’s resurrection, 
but in their attenuated form in certain mystery cults they 
might have contributed to interest in and the expansion 
of Christianity in later centuries. More likely, the Greco-
Roman genre of translation fables contributed to the for-
mation and character of the Easter story as believers in 
Christ evangelized more persuasively by using motifs famil-
iar to gentiles. 4R
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Wandering towards 
Transcendence

John Van Hagen

n the last issue of The Fourth R (33-4, July–August, 
2020), psychologist Steven Prasinos courageously told 
us about the God he believes in. He roots this belief 

in the profound experiences he has had as a therapist for 
almost forty years, experiences that he believes have a spiri-
tual dimension. He sees in these invisible yet tangible ex-
periences an essence he calls “soul,” and which has close 
parallels in other cultures as well as in religion itself. He 
uses another essentialist term, “construct,” to describe 
“oversoul,” a broader subjective field in which each soul ex-
ists, and which likewise has parallels in other cultures. He 
concludes that the essence of well-being is for the soul and 
oversoul to be in harmony. To facilitate harmony, Prasinos 
employees a psychological term, “ego,” as the force which 
helps negotiate attunement between the previous two con-
structs. He posits religion as the major resource for helping 
ego in its efforts, which leads him to the existence of his 
final construct, God. At this point, Prasinos is reflecting the 
great insights of the Axial Age, centered around the sixth 
century bce. Visionary prophets not only from Israel but 
also from China, India, and Greece all imagined a way of 
being that was in harmony with some higher power.1

As a clinical psychologist myself, I can imagine the 
stirring interactions he has had with wounded individuals 
whom he has seen face difficulties and overcome debilitat-
ing challenges. My own experiences in such encounters 
have also led me to postulate a spiritual dimension to the 
therapeutic work and to imagine a therapeutic one in the 
spiritual journey. However, I have drawn a different set of 
conclusions from my experiences both in therapy and in 
religion. 

My experiences in therapy have led me to distrust the 
essentialist model in favor of tolerating uncertainty in the 
therapeutic work because such a wide variety of psycho-
logical models exists. Likewise, my life experiences with 
religion have pointed me towards a more communitarian 
model that emphasizes connections to others rather than 
to some ultimate being. Secondly, I have developed from 

I those experiences a model for investigating religion, which 
does not depend on essentialist-like constructs, but rather 
looks to more open-ended perspectives drawn from sci-
ence. I use these perspectives to offer an example of how 
an open-ended concept like metaphor can be helpful in 
appreciating both religion and psychotherapy.

Experiences of Therapy 
In the mid-1970s, I was completing my PhD in psychol-
ogy at a graduate school whose prevailing model of the 
ideal therapist as a non-disclosing guru was being strongly 
challenged by other emerging approaches that bypassed 
the psychodynamic triad of painful, repressed memories, 
which were revealed by timely, empathic interpretations, 
and which in turn led to insights that allowed patients 
to master psychological pain by bringing it to awareness. 
These emerging new models included family systems the-
ory, gestalt psychology, and rational-emotive therapy. The 
newer approaches often claimed extraordinary success 
but provided little research to back up their claims. Years 
later, research would show that no approach could claim 
superiority over others. It was primarily the quality of the 
therapist combined with the resources of the patient that 
made the difference. With the right mix, something life-
affirming happened.

I began my clinical work as a licensed psychologist 
at a Catholic-sponsored residential treatment center for 
seriously disturbed boys. I remember one seven-year-old 
who was referred to our center. As he passed a statue of a 
saint, he casually remarked that he did not believe in God. 
Because I knew about the abuse and abandonment he had 
experienced, I thought his remark spoke more about the 
extent of his psychological damage than the depths of his 
religiosity. I interpreted “not believing in God” as a stand-in 
for a serious difficulty in trusting others. In fact, we were 
unable to make any real progress; the youngster was shortly 
referred to a psychiatric hospital because of his self-harm-
ing behavior.
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Residential treatment also offered another challenge 
to any more or less traditional understanding of therapy. 
Any recovery or repair exhibited by these young clients 
could never be attributed solely to any one source. Some 
were helped by individual therapy, but so many others by 
their connection with a teacher who supported their tal-
ents or a childcare worker’s generous commitment to assist 
in solving the everyday problems of living. Relationships 
matter and many contribute to the healing process.

In short, my early experiences as a clinician led me 
to appreciate that many clinical models could be valuable 
in the therapeutic effort and that sources of healing were 
ubiquitous and not limited to the therapy office.

Experiences of Religion 
When I began investigating religion’s truth claims, I had a 
similar experience. What I found most refreshing in my in-
troduction to the Jesus Seminar in Santa Rosa and articles 
in The Fourth R were the research-based descriptions of the 
varied attempts of Jesus’ early followers to put into words 
what their movement was all about. At a naive first glance, 
the gospels may appear to paint a consistent story of Jesus’ 
life, death, and resurrection. A closer look exposed the in-
consistencies and contradictions that tell of conflicted be-
ginnings and thus different stories. Also, thanks to recent 

findings, some radically different descriptions of the early 
Jesus movement expanded even more the heterogeneity I 
was discovering. I felt freed by new scholarly information 
that challenged the dominant model that was built upon 
literal and traditional understandings of scripture assumed 
by most churches.

The messiness of early Christianity was isomorphic to 
my own struggles to provide a therapeutic environment for 
difficult and damaged youth. The good news of the Jesus 
Seminar, proclaimed by its community of (re)searchers, 
encouraged me to develop my own religious path, but also 
challenged me to address that flood of new information. 
Later on, when I was in private practice, I tended to see 
that psychological theories needed the input and chal-
lenge of research that suggested what approach helped a 
particular person with a particular difficulty. 

Model for Investigating Religion 
My experiences prompted me to continue to develop a 
psychological approach that was more widely focused, for 
example, considering a patient’s social context. This more 
horizontal model was something I took personally as well. 
The therapeutic power of relationships inspired me to join 
in starting a small intentional community that has lasted 
over forty years. The topics and format of our meetings 
have changed significantly over the decades, but we main-
tain our commitment to sharing our own journeys with one 
another. In the process we have found our own culture with 
its rituals and celebrations, all of it undergirded by a deep 
respect for each other. We are grateful for having these re-
lationships in our lives.

Dr. Vivek Murthy, former United States surgeon gen-
eral, observed that loneliness is a public health hazard 
and wrote about the dangers of lacking relationships. He 
quotes researchers who have identified three categories. 
Intimate loneliness is a longing for a partner with whom 
one shares a deep bond of affection. Relational loneliness 
is the yearning for friendships and social support. Collective 
loneliness occurs when someone is missing a community 
of people who share one’s purpose and interests. All three 
dimensions are significant social connections that we need 
in order to thrive.2 I believe that our intentional commu-
nity addressed some of our needs for social support, while 
I have found attendance at religious services to address the 
collective dimension.

What social psychologists observe on an interpersonal 
level, neuropsychologists observe on an individual, intra-
psychic level. In a massively documented tome, psychiatrist 
and researcher Iain McGilchrist argues that our left and 
right brains must work in harmony for true human flour-
ishing. He warns that the left brain, with its prowess for 
linear and rational thinking, has become more dominant 
in our society at the expense of the right brain with its ca-
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pacity for wonder and empathy. While he argues that both 
sides of the brain must cooperate, he acknowledges that 
they can be in conflict.3

The scientific approach can also have a temporal di-
mension. For example, while the many contributions of 
the Axial Age offer insights into our spiritual and evolu-
tionary development, that epoch remains only one of the 
myriad elements in that mass of experience and artifacts 
that we know as culture. Historian Yuval Harari writes that 
the moving and changing of culture over time is what we 
call history.4 He suggests that we are de-
fined to a large extent by the historical 
epoch in which we find ourselves. While 
we might share the wonderful insights of 
the religious thinkers of the Axial Age, 
we do not share their scientific worldview, 
nor would they understand our context of 
late capitalism and its many social conse-
quences, which to a great extent defines us 
at this time in our history.

My experiences of therapy and reli-
gion, combined with my understanding of the scientific 
approach, have led me to imagine a model that is more 
process than product, more a working tool than a well-
defined concept. Because the fields of psychology and re-
ligion have so many moving parts and are always subject 
to paradigm-shifting information, open-ended metaphor is 
more helpful than a closed ideology. My approach to those 
two fields employs a working model that is more like an 
investigating process that tolerates ambiguity, encourages 
research, and privileges moderate skepticism. While I use 
models to make sense of the world, I often reflect that they 
are limited by assumptions and prejudices of which I may 
be unaware because they are like the water I swim in but 
rarely focus on. Still, I find such a model helpful because 
it can be used to develop new insights into religion and 
psychology.

Religion and Psychology 
On both individual and interpersonal levels, religion can 
provide a nurturing environment to help human flourish-
ing. At the intrapsychic level, religion fosters empathy and 
wonder that nurtures the activity of the right brain and 
tempers the left brain’s push toward power and closure. At 
an interpersonal level, religion provides the collective at-
tachments that foster altruistic behavior and concerns for 
issues of social justice. Beliefs by themselves are not helpful. 
It is only when a belief (for example, “I need to be good”) 
is put into practice by helping others that the believer will, 
over time, be transformed.5 

Of course, whether they take place with an intimate 
partner or reside in the unseen and unfelt drama in our 
brains, connections are messy and require upkeep. Yet be-

cause they are so important to our well-being, relationships 
contain an emotional pilot light that can relight a connec-
tion even after some time apart. 

Religion’s call to community, at its best, provides a sup-
portive context in which we are encouraged to face difficul-
ties, seek forgiveness for our lapses, and do better the next 
time. Also, the reading of sacred texts and the engagement 
in ritual can nurture the right brain’s capacity for wonder. 
One of the challenges for those who leave organized reli-
gion is to find a meaningful community that offers support 

for spiritual development in an interper-
sonal context. Although many who leave 
religion still consider themselves spiri-
tual,* their spiritual activity is often indi-
vidualistic, such as yoga.6

Of course, traditional religions with 
their long histories and various incarna-
tions have a lot more to worry about than 
the problem the spiritual but not religious 
folks have with community. Harmful reli-
gious ideologies continue to demonize the 

different and to justify violence toward those outside the 
tribe. Psychologist Milton Rokeach argued that people in-
habiting such closed belief systems see the world as threat-
ening.7 However, their religious leaders can also mask 
threats, as in denying the catastrophic effects of climate 
change or the seriousness of the COVID-19 pandemic. A 
religious organization basically demands obedience to 
whatever are its truth claims in return for the promise of 
security, a trade-off that blunts social-emotional develop-
ment, which does not serve one well in a complex and 
ever-changing world.8 Despite the cost, the truth claims of 
dogmatic religious institutions are accepted and followed 
because the congregants believe in their religion’s basic 
premise, the foundational claim of divine revelation.

God 
My own spiritual journey has left little room for that ul-
timate construct, God. If anything is connected to tran-
scendence, it is the everyday effort to find moments of 
wonder in the midst of the rather chaotic push and pull 
of intrapsychic, interpersonal, and cultural forces. What 
I have found helpful is appreciating that the earliest fol-
lowers of Jesus used metaphor to try to understand who 
Jesus was and why he died such a terrible and shameful 
death. Metaphors were taken from the Jewish religion and 

 * The constructs religion and spirituality can overlap. For example, 
religious individuals can consider themselves spiritual and spiritual 
individuals can hold religious beliefs or practice religious rituals. That 
overlap has prompted some social scientists to use the term religious/
spiritual (R/S) in their research. For example, researchers have inves-
tigated just what elements of these constructs help an individual who is 
going through a religious/spiritual struggle.

On both individual 
and interpersonal levels, 
religion can provide a 

nurturing environment 
to help human 

flourishing.
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from their predominately Hellenistic culture in which they 
found themselves. These metaphors did not aim to provide 
truth so much as to give a glance at a mystery. 

Searching for ways to makes sense of Jesus’ crucifix-
ion, the apostle Paul employed a variety of metaphors such 
as: “the purchase of freedom,” relying on the concept of 
slavery; “substitutionary death,” found in texts such as the 
tragedies of Euripides (for example, Alcestis); the “secur-
ing of peace,” as in effective diplomacy; “procuring rec-
onciliation,” like in ethics of friendship; or “atonement,” 
for which Paul appropriates metaphors from Jewish sac-
rificial rituals.9 The metaphors were an inspired attempt 
to bring meaning to what was for Paul both a scandal 
and a stumbling block. The metaphors and stories used 
language that fostered the hope of dramatic, even thera-
peutic, change that shaped community 
life and inspired a practical way of love.10 

The early Jewish-Christian writers and 
preachers used stories and metaphors to 
describe something indescribable. They 
used them to give a flavor or a momen-
tary glimpse of something immeasurably 
powerful and ultimately beyond under-
standing. They were attempting to give 
meaning, not just to the crucifixion but to their own lives. 
They preached that individual sacrifice brings healing, that 
love ultimately wins out over fear, and that a caring com-
munity supports the vision of a better world. They were 
preaching about right action more than right belief.

The Loss of Metaphor 
In time, the Jewish religion of Jesus and his followers be-
came populated by Gentiles and was eschewed by the 
rabbinic Judaism that emerged after the destruction of 
Jerusalem and the Temple in 70 ce. Soon the inchoate reli-
gious movement faced a task more difficult than what Paul 
struggled with in trying to make sense of the crucifixion. 
Justin Martyr and other philosophically oriented apolo-
gists of the second century faced a dilemma: how could the 
group be Jewish and not Jewish at the same time? Their 
attempted solutions involved turning metaphors into meta-
physics. In a world of supernatural beings, attributing some 
dimension of divinity to powerful and influential humans 
was not unheard of. Emperors, for example, had long been 
divinized in this way, so it is not surprising that Christians 
came to regard Jesus as a divine being. As long as they 
were allowed to function as metaphor, such claims about 
Jesus could exist comfortably within Jewish monotheism. 
However, when the apologists reified myth and metaphor 
into doctrines, they had to employ philosophical concepts 
such as nature and person to explain just how Jesus could 
be God and the Father of Jesus (and later the Holy Spirit) 
could be God without there being more than one God.    

Later generations of Hellenistic apologists continued 
to take the “like” out of the metaphor. The crucifixion 
was not like healing, it was healing; Jesus’ death was not 
like being freed from slavery, it was freedom from slavery, 
which raised the question: healed or freed from what? It 
was more than making an intellectual mistake by making 
literal something that was intended to be suggestive. Those 
theologians were also introducing a belief in belief, namely 
that what was important was the construct that promised 
security rather than the metaphor that led to openness and 
continued searching. They were essentially combining two 
opposing forms of religion, one that emphasizes security 
and the other growth. Like the functions of the left brain 
and the right brain, both security and growth are impor-
tant, although sometimes in conflict. However, overem-

phasizing the left brain’s functions at the 
expense of those on the right can limit the 
latter’s contributions to societal flourish-
ing.

To emphasize metaphor is to make 
religion less certain and therefore to in-
troduce uncertainty and vulnerability in 
times of conflict. A religious person whose 
beliefs are more tentative is forced to toler-

ate ambiguity and live with uncertainty. In particular such 
a person is more vulnerable to existential anxiety, which is 
in turn related to being agnostic about an afterlife. On the 
other hand, this “quest” perspective is also associated with 
an increased ability to cooperate with those who are differ-
ent and to have lower indications of prejudice.11

Self as a Metaphor 
In his book The Self Illusion, psychologist Bruce Hood ar-
gues that all of us are under the illusion that we are more 
autonomous than we really are.12 He believes that we con-
struct a sense of our own identity and our sense of self over 
our lifespan. However, the story we create is embedded 
in memories that are highly influenced by our relation-
ships and change over time. Another psychologist, Daniel 
Kahneman, argues that we have two selves, an experienc-
ing self and a remembering one, with the latter overriding 
the former.13 While it may be well and good to see meta-
phor as the basis for religion, psychology, or even God, it 
is a different matter when we turn that perspective onto 
ourselves. Yet social psychologists have done just that. In a 
variety of experiments, they have demonstrated how easily 
we can be influenced by social forces or by our brains’ own 
processes, especially in decision making. Yet our brains are 
wired to protect us from such debilitating self-knowledge. 
Is our sense of self more a metaphor that compartmental-
izes such dependence in order to encourage risk taking 
and exploration?

Continued on page 24

A religious person whose 
beliefs are more tentative 

is forced to tolerate 
ambiguity and live with 

uncertainty.
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The Christianity Seminar
A Report on the 2020 Spring Meeting

Perry V. Kea

Although Westar cancelled its March national meeting 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Institute pivoted 
and hosted the Christianity Seminar online in May. This 
meeting addressed questions of writing and canon in the 
first two centuries of the early Christ communities. The 
Seminar deliberated over papers by five Fellows: Jason 
BeDuhn, Chris Shea, Erin Vearncombe, Hal Taussig, and 
Brandon Scott. This report discusses the first four papers. 
Brandon Scott’s paper will appear as an article in an up-
coming issue of The Fourth R.

“Becoming a People of the Book: Text, ‘Scrip-
ture,’ and ‘Canon’ among Christ Groups in the 
Second Century ce” (Jason BeDuhn)1

This paper starts with Marcion, a controversial figure of 
the late second century who promoted a “canon” that 
consisted of Paul’s letters and what Marcion called simply 
“the Gospel” (a version of Luke). Later Christian critics ac-
cused Marcion of deviating from an established tradition 
that venerated four gospels. Since his project was the earli-
est “canonical” move among any of the Christ movements, 
BeDuhn proposes “to read history forward from the pri-
marily personal and oral modes of authority in the earliest 
Christ groups to a point where they would even consider 
transferring that authority to written texts, and become a 
‘People of the Book.’”2

BeDuhn warns against the anachronistic assumption 
that the documents of the early Christ communities pos-
sessed inherent authority. We know that a number of docu-
ments eventually coalesced into a collection with textual 
authority, the “New Testament,” but this did not happen 
until much later than the second century. 

Where, then, did authority reside in early Christ 
groups? BeDuhn says there are four possible settings: the 
household, the school, the synagogue, and the voluntary 
association, the latter two being the most likely. BeDuhn re-
minds us that the Jewish synagogue was itself a kind of vol-
untary association. He notes the common assumption that 
if Christ groups grew out of the synagogue, and if the syna-
gogue had a canon of sacred texts, then it becomes easy to 
imagine the emergence of authoritative scriptures for the 
Christ groups. But there’s a problem with this. The early 
Christ groups lived in an oral culture, which is why BeDuhn 
argues that it’s problematic to assume they were regularly 
reading the “Bible” (that is, the Jewish scriptures). We have 

no convincing evidence that first-century synagogues held 
regular readings of scripture. To be sure, there were peo-
ple (sages and scribes) studying Torah in a school setting. 
But these scriptures existed “to be consulted as needed.” 
They were not read aloud during communal worship.

 BeDuhn points out that in his letters Paul describes 
meetings that included “hymns, instruction, revelations, 
tongues and interpretations, and meal, but no reading.” 
The Book of Acts (early second century) refers to “teach-
ing, prayers, and meal.” And the early second-century let-
ter of the Roman governor Pliny to the emperor describes 
Christian meetings that include hymns, prayers, oaths, 
and meal; but Pliny makes no mention of readings. The 
evidence suggests, therefore, that public readings of “scrip-
ture” were not a typical feature in Christ group meetings in 
the first two centuries.

BeDuhn argues that the setting of voluntary associa-
tions best explains the kind of authority Christian texts ap-
parently had. Voluntary groups possessed documents that 
served a variety of purposes. They usually contained rules 
for how members should behave, how and when to conduct 
the activities of the group, and for the selection of lead-
ers. Associations that were religiously based might possess a 
narrative of their deity’s mighty deeds. Again, such writings 
were not read aloud as part of the routine activity of the 
group but would be read on special occasions or consulted 
when necessary. Such documents might be stored in a box 
or entrusted to a leader for safekeeping.

BeDuhn argues that our earliest Christian texts, the 
letters of Paul, bear the hallmarks of communal corre-
spondence. Paul’s letters confirmed the status of the local 
association, passed along greetings from sister communi-
ties, and provided rules. Sometimes, Paul had to correct 
one of his communities or reinforce the foundations he had 
laid down. These texts were preserved by these communi-
ties because “they were founding documents of the associa-
tion, to be referenced on certain occasions or as needed.”3

BeDuhn cites an intriguing example in the account of 
the Acts of the Martyrs of Scilli (in North Africa) in 180 
ce. While interrogating the Christians, the Roman gover-
nor asks, “What are the things in your chest?” He assumes 
that this group will have an archive of documents that can 
be consulted. One of them replies that they possess “books 
and epistles of Paul, a just man.” 

These constitute the complete “library,” if you will, of this 
Christian association. Nothing is said of sacred writings 
or scriptures, and nothing suggests continuity with syna-
gogue practice. The proconsul and the Christians speak 
the same language: that of association documents to be 
secured as evidence in the trial. (BeDuhn, 15–16)

This is the context for understanding Marcion’s radically 
new project. Paul’s letters served Marcion as foundational 
documents. BeDuhn argues that Marcion proposed his 
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“canon” just as some Christ groups in the early second 
century were emulating the reading of Jewish scriptures 
in their synagogues. But Marcion viewed this as an alarm-
ing innovation. Therefore, Marcion put forth Paul’s letters 
and the Gospel as a bulwark against this dangerous novelty. 
Viewed in this way, Marcion was not the innovator that his 
later critics claimed; rather his new “canon” was motivated 
by a conservative desire to maintain the traditions that he 
had always known.

During the discussion of BeDuhn’s paper it was noted 
that texts had an almost magical power because so few peo-
ple could read and interpret them. This led to a caution 
about the word text. We tend to think of a text as any kind 
of written document. But in the Greco-Roman world a text 
was a work of cultural significance that was recognized by 
the literary elite. In the early decades of the Christ move-
ment, Jesus communities did not have access to texts and 
scriptures. Some of them might have notes on the career 
of Jesus (see the discussion of Vearncombe’s paper below) 
or copies of letters from an authoritative founder like Paul. 
But these were not regularly read aloud at meetings. In an 
attempt to “inscribe” Paul’s authority, Marcion sought to 
bring the Pauline communities into line by hewing to the 
great Apostle’s foundational documents.

“Some Observations on the Evolution and Poli-
tics of Roman Imperial Canons” (Chris Shea)4

Shea begins her paper by noting that the idea of canon 
functioned in Roman culture to define what was impor-
tant for an educated person to know. She observes that 
the Romans’ interest in the cultural artefacts of conquered 
peoples (especially the Greeks) was new. The Greeks 
showed little interest in the documents or texts of peoples 
they had subjugated, but the Romans were different. They 
imitated their Greek literary antecedents and “Romanized” 
them. She cites as an example the Greek elegy which was 
composed for funerary occasions. The Romans took this 
poetic form and adapted it to other occasions. One Roman 
poet adapted the “Greek meter (of elegy) to create the 
Latin love-elegy.” Vergil took the story of the Iliad and 
transformed it into the Aeneid, a thoroughly Roman(ized) 
narrative.

Building on the fall 2019 Westar paper of Kristine 
Rosland, Shea discusses the concept of “fanfiction,” that is, 
literature that adapts, rewrites, and transforms older sto-
ries, characters, and plots. The Aeneid is a particularly clear 
example of this style. Shea’s paper proceeds to the possi-
bility that the Apocryphon of John might be an example 
of fanfiction, an adaptation of the allegory of the cave re-
corded in Plato’s Republic.

Plato’s works certainly qualified as part of the literary 
canon of intellectual elites in the Greco-Roman period. In 
this section of the Republic Socrates asks Glaucon to imag-

ine people chained in a cave so they can see only the far 
wall. Unknown to them, a group of puppeteers holds up 
various objects in front of a fire so that their shadows are 
cast onto the wall that can be observed by the inmates. 
The shadows before their eyes constitute the “reality” that 
they know. The dialogue imagines what would happen if 
one of the inmates were released and was able to see the 
light and objects behind him. The man would be confused, 
uncertain about what was happening to him. Initially, he 
would be reluctant to describe what he now sees as truer 
than what he had seen when he was shackled. But when 
dragged out of the cave into the sun’s light, the man’s con-
fusion would begin to clear, and he would see the world 
more correctly. What would happen, Socrates asks, if the 
man returned to the cave to share his knowledge with the 
others? The inmates would be upset because the man now 
disturbs their reality. Socrates adds that they would kill him 
if they could. 

Socrates was, after all, executed by the Athenians for 
exposing them to higher, uncomfortable truths. So, Shea 
reads the allegory of the cave as a kind of political com-
mentary on ancient Athens. But in the second century ce, 
the story might have been attractive to someone writing 
for an early Christ community. The image of Socrates as 
the philosopher-martyr offered attractive comparisons with 
Jesus. 

Shea goes on to make the case that the cave allegory in-
formed the Apocryphon of John. The Apocryphon of John 
is a second-century commentary on the Genesis story of 
creation. Many scholars have discerned Platonic influences 
on the Apocryphon. We might describe it as a “spiritual” 
reading of Genesis that reveals the true understanding 
of reality hidden from ordinary humans. Shea suggests 
that the Apocryphon drew upon the ideas in Plato’s cave 
allegory to read the Jewish account of creation as an im-
portant, but imperfect, description of reality. It takes the 
Savior, the one sent from above, to reveal the truth to his 
disciple John. Shea characterizes the Apocryphon of John 
as a “founding myth.” It allows its audience to salvage the 
Genesis text, while maintaining that it is the recipient of a 
new and transformative truth.

During the discussion, Shea pointed to the use of pub-
lic inscriptions by the Romans. For example, Augustus’ Res 
Gestae (an account of his achievements) were inscribed 
throughout the empire. Since so few people could read 
these texts, what was the purpose? Shea suggested that 
these were projections of power. The Res Gestae were not 
meant to be inspected and parsed. They were intended 
to be visible markers of Roman dominance. When the 
Romans rebuilt the Greek city of Corinth, they carved in-
scriptions on everything as an expression of the superior 
political power of Rome. Shea speculated that the early 
Christ groups learned the power of texts from the Romans.
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“Gathered Around Absence: A First-Century 
Approach to the Text Known as ‘Mark’” (Erin 
Vearncombe)5

Vearncombe’s paper returns to an old question: What kind 
of “text” was Mark’s Gospel? She starts by quoting Irenaeus 
(180 ce):

Now Matthew published a written gospel among the 
Hebrews in their own dialect, while Peter and Paul were 
proclaiming the gospel in Rome and founding the as-
sembly. After their deaths, Mark, the disciple and inter-
preter of Peter, also handed down Peter’s preaching to us 
in written form. And also Luke, the follower of Paul, put 
the gospel preached by Paul down in a book. Then John, 
the disciple of the Lord, the one who reclined on the 
Lord’s breast, he also published the gospel, while living 
in Ephesus of Asia (3.1.1). (quoted in Vearncombe, 77)

Irenaeus has been cited as evidence of a move toward a 
“canon,” or at least a stable collection known as “the 
Gospels.” Vearncombe points out, however, that the term 
gospel for a literary text was not common in second-century 
Christian writers. 

Following the lead of the literary scholar Matthew 
Larsen, Vearncombe argues that the text of Mark known 
to Irenaeus was not a work of literature and certainly not 
a “book.” Rather, it was a textual object. What kind of tex-
tual object was it? Larsen assigns it to the category that the 
Greeks called hypomnemata (roughly translated as “notes”). 
He argues that Mark was a collection of notes lacking au-
thor, publication, textual finality, and textual intention. 
The text known as “Mark” was provisional, skeletal, lacking 
style and even substance. It functioned only as a memory 
aid for insiders of the Christ group who could fill in the 
gaps. 

However, Vearncombe disagrees with Larsen’s con-
tention that “the textual object of ‘Mark’ is not meaning-
ful in and of itself.”6 If this were the case, however, why, 
Vearncombe asks, did Mark survive long enough for it to 
be mentioned by Irenaeus? Would it not have fallen out of 
circulation before then?

Vearncombe analyzes the term hypomnēma (the singu-
lar form of hypomnemata). She agrees with Larsen that the 
term in its plural form does refer to notes. But it also has 
another, more specific meaning. In the singular it is a term 
for a tomb epitaph. Vearncombe points to the existence of 
many such inscriptions and cites the second-century bce 
memorial/tomb of Stratonike, a priestess, as a prime ex-
ample. In addition to extolling her virtues, the inscription 
contains instructions for annual rituals to honor her and 
maintain her deification (apotheosis). Vearncombe notes 
these monuments facilitated interaction between the living 
and the dead. But the death of Jesus presented a problem 
to his followers—what if there is no body for the tomb? 

She uses this to explain the odd ending of Mark’s gospel 
(16:1–8). There is a tomb, but no body; the followers flee 
the scene and tell no one. 

The primary importance and authority of this textual ob-
ject derived from its function as a hypomnēma, a material 
memorial to the missing Messiah. The rendering of Jesus 
stories as text established a means of memorialization for 
a group or groups responding to a situation of absence. 
(Vearncombe, 88)

Understood from this angle, the textualized stories 
about Jesus functioned in these communities as tools for 
remembrance. Rather than the term book (which implies 
author and publication), Vearncombe labels Mark a me-
morial or extended epitaph. Stratonike’s monument helps 
Vearncome read Mark “as a textual tomb for an absent 
body.” The “textual object now called Mark is a mechanism 
for structured remembrance: for witness.”7 

Vearncombe concludes that we have been attracted to 
Irenaeus’ understanding of the gospels as “books” because 
it confirmed our own modern print assumptions. Given 
the association of the term hypomnēma with tomb memori-
als, Vearncombe suggests understanding other uses of this 
term similarly. Justin Martyr referred to the “hypomnemata 
of the apostles.” And Origen referred to Jesus-group writ-
ings as en grammasin hypomnemata, “written memorials of 
Jesus.” 

During the discussion of Vearncombe’s paper, she was 
asked if her identification of Mark as a memorial explained 
the odd ending of Mark 16:1–8, in which the women dis-
cover an empty tomb and then flee the scene without tell-
ing anyone. There is no resurrection account. Vearncombe 
responded that she does think this accounts for Mark’s 
ending. The group that preserved Mark’s gospel was an as-
sociation whose leader had gone missing. They were trying 
to cope with the absence of his body, and the ending of 
the story, as peculiar as it may be to us, gave the association 
members some emotional satisfaction.

Another question noted that memorials are usually 
connected to a specific place. Was Mark attached to a 
specific place, and if so, how did this “textual object” be-
come detached from that place and begin to circulate? 
Vearncombe was hesitant to link Mark to a place like a 
stone monument and was not certain how it began to circu-
late. These are good questions for further research. 

“Scripture and Resistant Hybridity: Without 
Canon” (Hal Taussig)8 
Taussig employs the scholarship of David Carr concerning 
the emergence of the Hebrew Bible. Carr’s work “focuses 
on the important questions of the influence of ‘hellenis-
tic’ literary and educational culture in geographic and 
diasporic Israel,”9 and how this influence offers a way of 



The Fourth R 33–5 September–October 2020
20

understanding the same set of influences and dynamics on 
early Christ groups. Carr points to the hellenistic practice 
of making lists of important writings and promoting their 
public readings, a practice that continued into the Roman 
period. Hellenistic and Roman education centered around 
classic texts. Students were trained to return to these same 
texts over and over again. Carr argues that in the Greek 
and Roman periods Israel began developing their own col-
lection of Hebrew writings in order to carve out their own 
distinct cultural identity. These “divinely inspired” texts 
were made central to their education and thus helped 
educated Jews remain Torah-observant in the face of the 
dominant culture. This practice is the “resistant hybridity” 
of Taussig’s paper. We see here the mixing or interaction of 
Greco-Roman literary and cultural practices as adapted by 
Israelite groups to create resistant forms of Israelite iden-
tity. 

Taussig applies Carr’s research to the emerging liter-
ary culture of the early Christ groups. They, too, borrowed 
the Roman practice of drawing up lists of important works 
by making their own lists. In doing so, they offered their 
communities an alternative identity and worldview. It en-
abled them to interact with the dominant imperial values 
of Rome and assert their own voice.

Taussig’s paper goes on to ask, “What about canon in 
the second to sixth centuries in the Christ and Christian 
movements?” He proposes that evidence from Paul and the 
gospels indicates that the Jewish scriptures (in Greek trans-
lation) had considerable authority in early Christ groups, 
although there is little evidence that they acknowledged 
a privileged list of specific Jewish scriptures. But a collec-
tion known as the ”New Testament” did not exist until at 
least the late fourth century ce. Various lists from different 
Christ group writers and regional synods circulated, but 
these lists did not agree with each other. 

Taussig surveys various lists of collected writings. By 
the early fourth century, the outlines of some consensus 
were beginning to emerge, but there was still variation. For 
example, Eusebius (early fourth century) included three 
lists of Christian literature that he names “recognized,” 
“disputed,” and “spurious.” James, Jude, 2 Peter, 2 John, 
and 3 John are in the “disputed” category. The Book of 
Revelation (confusingly) is placed in both the “recognized” 
and “spurious” categories. 

In 367 ce the Egyptian bishop, Athanasius, listed twenty-
seven books and called them “The New Testament.” He also 
used the term canon, but Taussig argues that Athanasius’ 
list was meant only for North African Christians, not for all 
Christian groups for all time. Nor did Athanasius provide 
copies of these books to the churches in his charge.

Then there are the alternative developments in the 
Syrian and Ethiopian Christian traditions. The Syrian ver-
sion of The New Testament does not include 2 Peter, 2 and 

3 John, Jude, or the Book of Revelation. The Ethiopian 
scriptures include documents not recognized in the West: 
the Sunodos, the Octateuch, the Book of the Covenant, 
and the Didascalia.

Taussig offers two reasons to doubt that there was a 
single book containing twenty-seven documents known as 
The New Testament. First, a single volume of these twenty-
seven works would have been very unwieldy and extremely 
expensive. Second, as the survey of the book lists demon-
strates, there was no consensus on what writings were man-
datory until at least the fifth century.

In the early fifth century Jerome produced his Vulgate, 
a unified translation into Latin of the twenty-seven books 
of the eventual New Testament. Jerome’s introduction 
assumes that these books have authoritative status for 
Christians. Taussig comments, “So although it was not actu-
ally one book, both its unified translation and its introduc-
tion come quite close to it being an actual book called the 
New Testament.”10

The first New Testaments as actual books appeared two 
or three centuries after Jerome’s Vulgate as his translation 
gained authority in Western churches. Note, however, this 
is a “New Testament” only for Latin-reading Christians. Not 
until the invention of the printing press in the fifteenth 
century did The New Testament become available to a 
broad population. The formal establishment (or closing) 
of the canon did not occur until the Council of Trent in 
the sixteenth century.

The conversation sparked by Taussig’s paper went in 
several directions. One person noted that Carr locates 
Israel’s literary production of Hebrew scriptures at the 
school level, whereas BeDuhn’s paper located the produc-
tion of works among early Christ groups in the voluntary 
association. How do we fit these together? Taussig replied 
that he agreed that the voluntary association was the so-
cio-cultural engine of the Christ groups, but just as Israel’s 
elites (the rabbis) borrowed from the literary and cultural 
traditions of the Greeks and Romans, so too did the elites 
of the Christ groups. Taussig made the point that one can 
appropriate the dominant culture’s ideas and traditions 
and at the same time stand over against the empire. 

One of the threads of the discussion was prompted 
by Taussig’s suggestion that “The New Testament” was a 
Protestant fantasy. One of the participants suggested that 
the notion of “the Bible” itself was a Protestant fantasy. By 
this the participants were signaling that what we mean by 
“the Bible” is a product of the printing press. We think of 
the Bible in terms of a print culture, and so we read our as-
sumptions back into the early centuries. 4R

Endnotes
 1. Jason BeDuhn, “Becoming a People of the Book: Texts, ‘Scripture,’ 
and ‘Canon’ among Christ Groups in the Second Century ce” (semi-
nar paper, Spring Meeting of Westar Christianity Seminar, May 8–9, 



The Fourth R 33–5 September–October 2020
21

Christianity Seminar Voting Results
Jason BeDuhn
Becoming a People of the Book
The citation of a text as authoritative by a Christian writer does 
not prove anything about the broader authority of the text in the 
absence of clear evidence that it was actually used in community 
gatherings.

Scholars: Red /Associates: Red

The long established assumption that the first Christians carried 
over a centrality of scripture to their religious life from prior 
Jewish practices of congregational worship is untenable in light 
of (a) the lack of evidence for a liturgical role for Torah prior to 
the destruction of the Temple, and (b) the lack of reference to 
reading scripture in the earliest accounts of Christian meetings.

Scholars: Red /Associates: Pink

When Justin Martyr refers to the gospel materials used in his 
community as hypomnēma, he is expressly denying them the status 
of authoritative texts.

Scholars: Red /Associates: Red

The best model by which to understand the collection of author-
itative texts into a “New Testament” is that of charter documents 
in Greco-Roman voluntary associations.

Scholars: Red /Associates: Red

The surprising predominance of letters in the New Testament 
has no precedent in Jewish scriptures, and derives instead from 
the role letters had among charter documents of associations.

Scholars: Red /Associates: Red

Chris Shea
Some Observations on the Evolution and Politics  
of Roman Imperial Canons
Plato’s Allegory of the Cave is a primary source for the so-called 
Secret Revelation (Apocryphon) of John.

Scholars: Red /Associates: Red

Nuggets of narrative material, even from works that show no 
direct connection to early writings of the Jesus communities, may 
have influenced the production of early Jesus narratives.

Scholars: Red /Associates: Red

For the early Jesus communities, Plato’s works, as the products of 
a prestige culture, were ripe for imitation.

Scholars: Red /Associates: Red

Early Jesus communities skillfully reinterpreted pagan narratives, 
often by overturning their original meanings, in the manner of 
modern memes.

Scholars: Red /Associates: Red

Socrates was a subject of fan fiction in the early Jesus communities.
Scholars: Pink /Associates: Red

Hal Taussig
Scripture and Resistance Hybridity: Without Canon
The collection now known as “The New Testament” did not exist 
even in an implicit form for at least 330 years after Jesus died.

Scholars: Red /Associates: Red

The first 500 years of “Christianity” produced books called the 
New Testament that included the specific 27 little “books” that 
now make up the New Testament.

Scholars: Gray /Associates: Red

The Council of Nicea produced the first New Testament.
Scholars: Black /Associates: Gray

In the spring of 367 ce when Athanasius, a bishop in North 
Africa, wrote an Easter letter instructing the Christians of North 
Africa to read 27 books as their authoritative literature. This was 
the first New Testament.

Scholars: Black /Associates: Red

It seems that the provisional inversions and creative identities in 
hellenistic Israel and early Christ people use and undermine the 
classical Greek and Roman civilizing pretensions. 

Scholars: Pink /Associates: Red

Hellenistic Israel’s creative “resistant hybridity” was not a 
“canon,” and neither was the literature of the first two centuries 
of the Christ movements. 

Scholars: Red /Associates: Red

2020). https://www.westarinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/
Becoming-a-People-of-the-Book-Spring-2020.pdf
 2. BeDuhn, 1.
 3. BeDuhn, 14.
 4. Chris Shea, “Some Observations on the Evolution and Politics of 
Roman Imperial Canons” (seminar paper, Spring Meeting of Westar 
Christianity Seminar, May 8–9, 2020). https://www.westarinstitute.org/
wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Some-Observations-on-the-Evolution-and-
Politics.pdf
 5. Erin Vearncombe ,“Gathered Around Absence: A First-Century 
Approach to the Text Known as ‘Mark’” (seminar paper, Spring Meeting 

of Westar Christianity Seminar, May 8–9, 2020). https://www.westarinsti-
tute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Gathered-around-Absence.pdf
 6.  Vearncombe, 84.
 7. Vearncombe, 89.
 8.  Hal Taussig,“Scripture and Resistant Hybridity: Without Canon” 
(seminar paper, Spring Meeting of Westar Christianity Seminar, May 8–9, 
2020). https://www.westarinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/
Scripture-and-Resistance-Hybridity-Without-Canon.pdf
 9. Taussig, 44.
 10. Taussig, 57.

Continued on the next page
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Erin Vearncombe
Gathered Around Absence: A First-Century Approach to  
the Text Known as “Mark” 
A written object that became the gospel of Mark mattered in the 
first two centuries of the common era as a material object, and as 
a source of authority for and within Jesus groups. This object was 
an intentional textual production, but not a “book.”

Scholars: Red /Associates: Pink

The rendering of Jesus stories as text established a means of me-
morialization for a group or groups responding to a situation of 
absence. In the first two centuries, textualized stories about Jesus 
were meaningful as experiential opportunity for memorializa-
tion, as a mechanism for expected and effective remembrance.

Scholars: Red /Associates: Red

The writing we now know as the gospel of Mark should be read 
as a hypomnēma, a socio-cultural memorial or means for remem-
brance of the dead very common in the first two centuries. This 
memorialization allows for the continuing functionality of a Jesus 
group or association.

Scholars: Red /Associates: Red

The writing now known as Mark enabled a Jesus group gathered 
around an absent body, a group potentially experiencing its 
own pain and trauma, to establish a reading culture of witness-
response.

Scholars: Red /Associates: Red

Christianity Seminar Voting Results (continued)

overlook the texture of our humanity that reveals we are 
not alone in this febrile atmosphere. 

So, in the midst of this noisy worldwide hurly-burly, let 
us allow ourselves to be interrupted and silenced by some 
unexpected memory. Carefully let it unravel as much as it 
can. Let us take some time to let the images steep and then 
drink in the feelings that swirl about those figures. Such 
vestiges are vehicles of memory that may lead to times, 
places, and relations thought long past. 

Entanglements Continued from page 2

We may discover that those lines of connection cannot 
be shaken off. In our very solitude we may detect that we 
are truly not alone as we feel and reel in those precious ties 
of entanglement. 4R

Endnotes
 1. Robin Meyers, Saving God from Religion (Convergent, 2020), 25–26.
 2. Meyers, 81.
 3. Meyers, 81.

through analysis of those interconnected topics—can itself 
reveal how and why the topic of God is itself constructed to 
authorize the proposal. 

Insofar as models of God shift depending on the pro-
posals being offered, students, laypeople, and scholars 
can understand more about how and why those models 
are constructed as they are by paying closer attention to 
the proposal structure outlined above. In addition, as in-
creasing numbers of contemporary theologians ask us to 
consider moving beyond God, in one way or another, it is 
important for us to be looking at how these theologians seek 
to authorize their proposals. Does some horizon of wonder 
authorize the proposal, or a horizon of justice, or longing 
for a deep belonging that stirs within us but is never fully 
or finally realized?  

By using the language of “authorization” as the func-
tion of God language in constructive theologies, I am not 
trying to diminish the importance of God language. That 
which authorizes a proposal also shapes the depths of the 
quality of belonging envisioned by the proposal itself. The 
approach to authorization will shape the extent to which 
the proposal is closed in on itself, for example, or more 

Joseph A. Bessler is the Robert Travis Peake 
Professor of Theology at Phillips Theological 
Seminary in Tulsa, Oklahoma, where he also 
serves as Associate Dean. He is the author of 
A Scandalous Jesus: How Three Historic Quests 
Changed Theology for the Better (2013).

prophetically open, designed to challenge older assump-
tions of who is in and who is out, who belongs and who 
doesn’t. Authorization—whether configured as God or 
in some other way—is vital to a constructive proposal but 
strategically, as readers and students, I believe we will un-
derstand that authorization better if we focus on those top-
ics of the proposal, and understand better how and why it 
asks us to engage the world in our time and place. 4R

Endnotes
 1. See Daniel Peterson, “What is Death of God Theology?” The Fourth 
R 32-2 (Mar-Apr 2019).
 2. For the text of the entire speech see: “In Their Own Words; 
Transcript of Speech by Clinton Accepting Democratic Nomination,” 
New York Times, https://www.nytimes.com/1992/07/17/news/their-own-
words-transcript-speech-clinton-accepting-democratic-nomination.html.

moving words Continued from page 7
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Book Review

Jesus and John Wayne
How White Evangelicals 
Corrupted a Faith and  

Fractured a Nation
Kristin Kobes Du Mez

Liveright, 2020

During and after the election of Donald Trump, I have 
been bewildered by the fact that Christian evangelicals 
overwhelmingly support a man who—based on my under-
standing of the Christian faith—embodies the antithesis of 
Christian values. This paradox, however, is not a new phe-
nomenon. In Jesus and John Wayne, historian Kristin Kobes 
Du Mez traces the cultural shift in Christian values (partic-
ularly among evangelical sects) from the twentieth century 
into today, as paternalistic elements of the faith have be-
come increasingly hyper-masculinized and the figure of the 
father as the “large and in-charge” head of a clear-cut hier-
archical family structure has become the new norm. With 
an interpretation that focuses more on historical cultural 
contexts than biblical readings, Du Mez shows the steady 
development of white patriarchy as the single most impor-
tant identity marker that culminates today in evangelicals’ 
feverish love for Donald Trump.

Beginning with an analysis of how the influence of 
American icons like Teddy Roosevelt helped to redefine 
both masculinity and Christianity in the United States, the 
book traces the association of evangelical virtue with a par-
ticular brand of rugged male toughness. This association 
gains traction in the modern era via ongoing cultural me-
dia productions by evangelical leaders. The century-long 
effort to link Christian “purity” with rugged masculinity has 
been wildly successful thanks mostly to two key strategies: 
mass communication (through books, seminar series, ra-
dio broadcasts, etc.) and self-conscious branding (Youth 
for Christ, Promise Keepers, Veggie Tales, Financial Peace, 
etc.). These decades-long rhetorical campaigns have not 
just promoted this particular archetype of the Christian 
man, but have continued to morph the idea until, as Du 
Mez puts it, “Jesus [became] a Warrior Leader, an Ultimate 
Fighter, a knight in shining armor, a William Wallace, a 
General Patton, a never-say-die kind of guy, a rural laborer 

with calluses on his hands and muscles on his frame, the 
sort you’d find hanging out at the NRA convention. Jesus 
was a badass” (295). Only the descriptor “rural laborer” 
(perhaps with calluses), can possibly apply to either the his-
torical Jesus or the Jesus of the gospels. Clearly, the concept 
of Jesus has been altered drastically for a whole swath of 
Christian evangelicals and fundamentalists in the United 
States. 

Billy Graham found his rise to stardom after meet-
ing the hard-drinking, woman-chasing singing cowboy, 
Stuart Hamblen in the 1930s. With a large following in Los 
Angeles, Hamblen allowed Graham to air revival broadcasts 
on Hamblen’s country music radio show. After Hamblen 
got religion, numerous male celebrities with similar 
“rough” personas did likewise. Pat Boone—self-proclaimed 
descendant of the famed pioneer, Daniel Boone—testified 
publicly and helped reinforce the emerging brand of evan-
gelicalism as a manly type of faith. Billy Graham’s own ap-
propriation of the “cowboy” persona helped increase his 
influence and further cemented the association of evan-
gelical Christianity with rugged masculinity.

Perhaps the most eye-opening aspect of Du Mez’s book 
is her discussion of female evangelicals who support male 
domination. From Marabel Morgan’s bestseller, The Total 
Woman (1973), to Phyllis Schlafly’s campaign against the 
Equal Rights Amendment in the seventies, women took a 
lead role in reminding other women that God’s ultimate 
place for them is in submission to their husbands—come 
what may. Du Mez sums up the position of women like 
Morgan: “A wife needed to let her husband know that he 
was her hero, and it was her job to put her husband’s ‘tat-
tered ego’ back together at the end of each day by admir-
ing his masculine qualities—his muscles, or whiskers” (61).

Fundamentalism (1920s onward) and evangelicalism 
(roughly 1950s onward) originated in the good ole United 
States. When I pause to think about influential symbol-
ism in the United States, I realize that I cannot conjure a 
single identity marker as powerful as that of the cowboy. 
Further, I’ll go out on a limb and say that there is no more 
iconic American cowboy than John Wayne. As a symbol 
for America, Wayne stood for toughness, violence, rescu-
ing the “damsel-in-distress,” and generally kicking ass. He 
might have some flaws, like “pulling a cork” and having a 
roving eye, but these failings could be easily excused; he 
was engaged in a larger fight—the fight to protect an im-
periled “way of life” (read: white patriarchy). Maybe Jesus 
of Nazareth taught pacifism, but these are perilous times 
with libs and commies crouching in ambush.

I have had front row seats as a witness to these trends 
as they continue to mutate. As an ordained Baptist minister 
and (I’m not making this up) a former Navy SEAL, I had 
often noted a distinct theme in values that privileged the 
“man’s man” as a symbol of Christian virtue. I was frequently 
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(and still continue to be) invited to speak to megachurches, 
men’s groups, and parachurch ministries across the coun-
try. I recall asking myself the question, “Why do people 
who claim to follow Jesus want to hear sordid details about 
the horrors of combat and learn all about elite commando 
tactics?” But of course, the postmodern move toward em-
bracing multiculturalism and diversity is, for many folks, a 
world of never-ending battles and threats against a certain 
“way of life.” In this ideological construct, if Christianity 
(a.k.a.: white, North American Protestantism) is to survive, 
then we need some red-blooded tough guys on the front 
lines—guys who aren’t afraid to “crack a few eggs.” (I could 
write an article on the cognitive dissonance I’ve noticed by 
evangelical pastors who desperately want to be tough and 
mimic what they believe an “alpha male” should do, so they 
talk tough and practice the bully pulpit.)

Jesus and John Wayne is full of insight. Most of all, evan-
gelicals want “tough guys” who emulate the cowboy rather 
than a humble and destitute Palestinian sage and faith 
healer. This mindset helps to explain the evangelical love 
affair with Trump. The comparison between Trump and 

John Wayne is uncanny. Both of them actors, “thrice mar-
ried, twice divorced,” and both brazen womanizers, they 
have become iconic symbols of patriarchy and of the mas-
culine ideal, and yet, the cowboy-as-masculine-ideal contin-
ues to mutate. One striking point that Du Mez recounts is 
that Franklin Graham, son of Billy Graham, put Vladimir 
Putin’s face on the cover of his Decision magazine in 2014. 
Lest you think Trump was the first to do so, Du Mez points 
out that Graham praised Putin for “standing up to the ‘gay 
and lesbian agenda’” (302). Du Mez has delivered an ac-
cessible book on the trajectory of the evangelical desire 
to preserve patriarchy. That is the only consistent point of 
connection I see between Trump and American evangelical 
Christianity. I highly recommend this book as a guide for 
those who are still scratching their heads at why a culture 
of “moral values” has sided with the most blatantly, proudly 
debased president in US history. It has far more to do with 
the cowboy than with biblical ethics. 4R

Steve Watkins
University of Louisville

This essay began with an appreciation of metaphors 
as our best descriptors of the intangible. And so much is 
intangible. The challenge is to tolerate ambiguity and un-
certainty so as to celebrate the mystery of the unknown. 
Likewise, although connections to others may influence us 
in ways that remain outside our awareness, a variety of re-
lationships supports our flourishing. Finally, we are built 
to be questioners and questers. It is as though part of our 
brain is celebrating the wonder of it all, while another part 
frantically tries to make sense of the wonder. Something 
like a remembering self tries to put words around the expe-
rience of awe occasionally found in a religious service or in 
a therapy office: it’s metaphors all the way down. 4R

Wandering towards Transcendence Continued from page 16
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A former Catholic priest, John Van Hagen 
(PhD, Adelphi University) is a licensed psychol-
ogist, now retired, with more than thirty years 
experience in clinical, training, and teaching 
positions. He is the author of Rescuing Religion: 

How Faith Can Survive Its Encounter with Science (Polebridge 
2012) and Agnostic at the Altar (Wipf and Stock 2019).

Announcement from Victoria University  
of Wellington, New Zealand

The year 2020 marks the fifty-year anniversary of the Reli-
gious Studies programme at Te Herenga Waka—Victoria 
University of Wellington where Lloyd Geering was 
Foundation Professor of Religious Studies from 1971 to 1984. 

We are delighted to launch the Sir Lloyd Geering 
Scholarship in Religion to celebrate Lloyd’s contribution to 
the Religious Studies programme and his legacy of prescient 
and progressive thinking. We are seeking to raise $200,000 to 
support a postgraduate scholarship of at least $10,000 a year 
in perpetuity. Thanks to generous donors we are already half 
way towards this goal.

For further information or to contribute to the Sir Lloyd 
Geering Scholarship, contact Victoria University of Wellington, 
+64 4 463 6952 or email corinne.barnard@vuw.ac.nz.
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“Is There a Text in this Church?”

Jason BeDuhn
he Christian Bible looks like a book, but it isn’t. It’s 
an anthology of between sixty-six and seventy-five 
separate pieces of religious literature, depending 

on whose list you consult. The official list of the writings 
that comprise the Bible is called its “canon.” When and 
how that list came together is far from clear.

For the past two centuries, scholars have studied the 
formation of the Christian canon. However, the over-
whelming majority of that work has been skewed by a set of 
anachronisms, specifically Protestant anachronisms, in how 
we even approach or think about such things as “Bible,” 
“scripture,” or “canon.” Protestantism was grounded in 
Martin Luther’s non-negotiable conviction that the sole 
source of Christian authority is the Bible. So it is not sur-
prising that Protestant scholars, who have dominated the 
scholarly study of early Christianity, would assume that 
it too was grounded in biblical texts. Even scholars with 
no church affiliation seldom question that assumption. 
However, the historical evidence simply does not support 
the notion that early Christian groups were inherently or 
unavoidably or essentially text-based communities. Among 
the many descriptions we have of Christian meetings be-
fore the mid-second century—and these are quite detailed 
descriptions—none mentions texts.

But this hasn’t stopped most scholars from assuming 
texts were there. In part this is due to our dependence 
on texts as sources, and our forming a picture of early 
Christians on the model of a handful of literati who wrote. 
But an even more powerful basis for assuming the centrality 
of texts is that the early Christian period we are examining 
is sandwiched between later Christian discussions of canon 
on one side, and on the other the assumption—the false 
assumption—of a pre-Christian Judaism that had all these 
concepts of “Bible,” “scripture,” and “canon” locked down. 

So rather than read Christian “scripture” and “canon” 
back into earliest Christ groups from later Christian mod-
els of textual authority, we need to start in the real world 
of two thousand years ago, where there wasn’t even a dis-
tinct word “scripture” to set some texts off from others, and 
where almost all religious activity went on in the absence of 
any written texts at all, let alone “scriptures.” After all, our 
word “scriptures” translates the Greek word graphai, which 
merely means “writings” without any connotation that 
those writings were sacred. This world had various institu-
tional and personal and oral modes of authority that didn’t 

T have much need for texts. When texts were referenced in 
this personal and oral expression of authority, they were 
primarily cultural relics and symbols and icons of tradition, 
closed up in a cabinet somewhere, rather than open on 
the table. All the evidence suggests that many communities 
didn’t actually have them in their possession. They were 
quoted from memory, and that memory was a creative oral 
process, so that textuality was constantly flowing back and 
forth between oral and written expression. Or there might 
be various memory aids in the form of notes or notebooks 
that were deliberately formulated and handled in a way to 
mark them as not literary, not formal, not official. 

So the most important thing is to clear away all the 
anachronistic assumptions about the place of texts in early 
Christian groups. Only then will we be able to see what pro-
cesses and motivations were involved in even having a use 
for texts in these communities, and then getting to a point 
where they would consider transferring authority from the 
personal and the oral to written texts.

Some of the approaches that have been taken to iden-
tify the process of canon formation turn out to have been 
wrong-headed. The best example of these is the idea that if 
some writer cites a text as authoritative, then that tells us that 
Christians had reached the stage of defining that particular 
text as something like “scripture.” But of course that only tells 
us what that particular writer thought, not what “Christians” 
as a whole believed. Scholars are also prone to read some-
thing more formal and “scriptural” into that citation than 
the author intended, especially when so many of these early 
authors are not actually community leaders, but teachers op-
erating more in the schoolroom environment, with its set of 
scholastic rules and traditions related to literature that are 
quite distinct from the customs of religious gatherings. 

So we have to scrap our notion of the familiar picture 
from Luke’s gospel of Jesus walking up to the podium in the 
synagogue and reading from scriptures1 as being the envi-
ronment from which early Christian practice naturally and 
organically flowed. That Lukan passage probably reflects 
developments that occurred following the destruction of 
the Temple in 70 ce, when Torah study, which up to then 
had been a schoolroom practice, was added to the liturgi-
cal practices of Jews as they were reworked in the absence 
of Temple ritual. The question of exactly what went on in 

A Glimpse at Pre-biblical Christians

 1. Luke 4:16–20. This scene is found in no other gospel. In fact, no 
other scene in any gospel tells of Jesus reading anything at all.
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early synagogues is a major subject of debate in Jewish stud-
ies. So we can’t use that as confidently as we once did in 
imagining how the earliest Christian groups got their start. 
But in all likelihood, synagogues outside the land of Israel 
operated a lot like other Greco-Roman chapter houses and 
voluntary associations, and the broader evidence pertain-
ing to such organizations is where we should look for what 
role, if any, texts had to play.

My study of that evidence has led me to the conclu-
sion that early Christians would have looked to texts only 
in the important but limited role of charter documents 
or club records, just as other groups and associations had. 
These would be carefully stored away and brought out to 

be consulted as needed, or in connection with particular 
commemorative holidays of the association. They would in-
clude documents written by or about the founders of the 
group and anything that served to establish the rules of the 
group’s activities, such as letters exchanged between local 
chapters on such matters. Because the texts were prized 
and considered decisive in settling questions about the 
ideas and practices with which the group identified, over 
time those texts were elevated into something that we, with 
hindsight, see as “scriptures.” 

The first Christian we know of who actually drew up a 
list of such writings was Marcion in the mid-second century. 
He was a Christian businessman whose travels convinced 
him that the local chapters needed a common set of char-
ter documents to maintain a shared set of ideas and prac-
tices. However, it is crucial to keep in mind that neither 
Marcion nor anyone else in his time regarded these texts 
as “scripture.” To read that concept back into the world of 
second- and third-century Christianity would be an anach-
ronistic projection of a Protestant view of the role of the 
Bible that distorts how those early Christians actually re-
garded the writings they preserved. Marcion understood 
the writings he organized into a canon to be simply the of-
ficial documents for governing Christian clubs. These texts 
were sacred for him only in their connection to the special 
teachings and purposes of those clubs as salvation cells, if 
you will. There was no concern here with revelation or di-
vine inspiration in the texts themselves. They were records 
of the foundations of the associations, their principles and 
rules of governance, along with a sacred story with which 
the group identified. We shouldn’t impose on them other 
kinds of identity and character and valuation that were sim-
ply not available to the early Christians who were actually 
writing and circulating and hearing them. As a historian of 
religion, I think it is important to reach the understanding 
that historical actors themselves had of the things in their 
world and what they were doing with them. We have to let 
the past be the past, with its own terms, concepts, and ways 
of seeing things, and at the same time realize that there 
was nothing inevitable in how things ultimately turned out 
today. For many people, recovering an accurate picture of 
early Christianity provides an opportunity to critically as-
sess the choices made along the way of Christian history, 
and to reconnect with lost aspects of the past that, surpris-
ingly, speak to people today. 4R

Jason BeDuhn is Professor of the Comparative 
Study of Religions at Northern Arizona 
University, a Guggenheim and National 
Humanities Center Fellow, and author of The 
Manichaean Body (2000, winner of the American 

Academy of Religion Best First Book Award), Truth in 
Translation (2003), Augustine’s Manichaean Dilemma (vol. 1 
2010, vol. 2 2013), and The First New Testament (2013).

In your July-August 2020 issue, Carl Jech provides what 
reads like a smorgasbord of ways in which we use God, 
or more precisely, of ways in which we use the word 
God. Reading along, I came to his claim on page 8 
that I had asserted in a 2018 Fourth R article that “the 
Christian God is real.”

Since this did not sound like something I would 
say, I looked up my article and found no such state-
ment. Rather, I found a concluding paragraph head-
ing that read, “The Christian God is for Real.” There is 
a meaningful difference between my claim and Jech’s 
adulteration of it.

Jech goes on to say, presumably in rejoinder to me, 
that “The Christian (Triune) God is an artificial con-
struct.” If Jech’s point is that the Christian idea of God 
as triune is a construct, I can only agree, as any careful 
reader of my article should be able to surmise. The in-
sertion of the adjective “artificial” in Jech’s statement 
seems pointless and confusing.

However, I can only disagree with his subsequent 
claim that “it is simply no longer credible to posit the 
‘existence’ of an actual Who, Entity, or Force called 
‘God.’” There is no logical argument here, merely 
assertion. Ironically, his paragraph concludes with a 
call to “an awareness of and participation in Divine 
Ultimate Reality.” Preach on! and Amen!

Byron Bangert—Bloomington, Indiana 

Carl Jech replies:
I suspect Byron Bangert and I may simply have to agree 
to disagree on whether “God” refers to some kind of 
supernatural Being or “One Who” acts intentionally in 
the world.

Letter to  
the Editor
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Westar News

Westar Fall Online Programing
As this Fourth R issue went to press, Westar staff were 
busy scheduling programs for our Fall 2020 season. 
Below are the two programs that were scheduled when 
the issue went to press. Check our website (https://www.
westarinstitute.org/events/) and watch for emails with 
more events and program details.

The Jesus Seminar at 35
Presenters: Brandon Scott and Lane McGaughy
Online Event, September 15 and 16, 2020

Jesus: Ascension or Resurrection?
Presenter: Dominic Crossan
Online Event, September 30, 2020

The Political Jesus
Presenters: Celene Lillie and Perry 
Kea
Online Event, October date to be determined

Christianity Seminar Fall Meeting
Online Event, November 14

God and Human Future Seminar Fall Meeting
Online Event, date to be determined 

Celene Lillie to Lead the New Westar Academy
Westar is pleased to announce that 
Celene Lillie has agreed to be the 
Academic Dean of the new Westar 
Academy. Celene will be involved in 
defining the Academy’s operations and 
developing the curriculum. Creating a 
Westar Academy is the latest initiative 
undertaken following the recommen-
dations of the Westar 2019 Education Task Force. It is 
exciting to welcome Celene into this position and to an-
ticipate her working with the staff to undertake this new 
venture in Westar’s life.

Celene Lillie received her PhD from Union Theolog-
ical Seminary. She is an adjunct professor at the University 
of Colorado Boulder, The Seattle School of Theology 
and Psychology, and the University of Oklahoma. She is 
the author of The Rape of Eve: The Transformation of Roman 
Ideology in Three Early Christian Retellings of Genesis, the 
director of translations for A New New Testament, and a 
co-author of The Thunder Perfect Mind: A New Translation 
and Introduction. She has been an active scholar at Westar 
Institute since 2015.

Upcoming Book from the Christianity Seminar
Westar Institute has signed a publishing contract with 
HarperOne, the leading religion imprint of HarperCollins 
Publishers, for the publication of After Jesus Before Christianity: 
The First Two Hundred Years, a book from Phase One of the 
Christianity Seminar. The completed manuscript will be sub-
mitted in December of this year and the book will be pub-
lished in November of 2021.

For the last eight years the Christianity Seminar, Phase 
One, has been at work on the first two hundred years of Jesus 
and Christ movements. The Seminar’s Steering Committee 
(Jason BeDuhn, Lillian Larsen, Nina Livesey, Brandon Scott, 
Hal Taussig, and Erin Vearncombe) spent May 2017 to July 
2019 planning the book, and the Seminar’s Editorial Team 
(Erin Vearncombe, Brandon Scott, and Hal Taussig) fol-
lowed through on that plan, including negotiations with nu-
merous publishers since early in 2019.

This is great news for the Westar community as a whole. It 
demonstrates that Westar matters both in the academic world 
and in the eyes of the public. May all members of Westar feel 
proud of this accomplishment and feel part of the work and 
support that was needed to reach this end. Congratulations 
are due to all Westar scholars who have helped with, contrib-
uted to, and participated in the debates and developments of 
the Christianity Seminar Phase One project, as well as to all 
of Westar’s supporters.

Lots of New Polebridge Hardback Editions
Taking advantage of a special offer from our distributor, 
Westar Institute is in the process of creating hardback ver-
sions of many of Polebridge Press’s books. These special 
hardback editions will not be available to order directly from 
Westar, but will be available at Amazon, B&N, and other re-
tailers. Some of the hardback editions already available in-
clude The Gospel of Mary of Magdala, The Authentic Letters of 
Paul, Embracing the Human Jesus, The Real Paul, and The Gospel 
of Jesus According to the Jesus Seminar. Interested in a hard-
back of a certain Polebridge book? Check Amazon to see if 
it’s available. If not, you can put in a special request to bill.
lehto@westarinstitute.org or 651-200-2372. 

Enhanced Associate Membership 
In line with the recommendations of the Education Task 
Force, Westar is moving forward with more online learning 
options. 

Please consider joining us at the Enhanced Associate 
membership level.

Just $10 monthly allows you to get more out of your 
Westar experience. 

Enjoy everything in the Associate membership, plus more! 
https://secure.westarinstitute.org/np/clients/westarinsti-
tute/membershipJoin.jsp 
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Memberships & Donations

Name _____________________________________________________________________________

Address ___________________________________________________________________________

City ____________________________ State ______ Country ______________ Zip ____________

Day Phone _________________________ Email _________________________________________

 Enroll or renew me as a Westar Associate Member  
(includes a subscription to The Fourth R). $60 U.S. & Foreign
 Please charge my credit card automatically at the rate of $5 per month.

 Enroll me as an Enhanced Associate Member  
(includes a subscription to The Fourth R  
plus additional benefits). $120 U.S. & Foreign
 Please charge my credit card automatically at the rate of $10 per month.

 I do not want to become a Westar Member but  
would like to subscribe to The Fourth R. $30 U.S. & $35 Foreign

 I am enclosing a gift of

 $_________      $5,000      $1,000      $500      $250      $100

 I wish to pledge a monthly gift of $__________.
 Please bill my pledge automatically to my credit card.

 Check or money order enclosed, payable to Westar Institute.
   (U.S. dollars drawn on a U.S. bank only)

Please bill my:   Visa      MasterCard      Discover      American Express

Card Number ________________________ Expiration Date _____________ Security Code ______

Signature __________________________________________________________________________

 Please send me information about ways to make a planned gift to Westar Institute.

An advocate for literacy in Bible & religion
Westar	Institute	•	PO	Box	346	Farmington,	MN	55024
members@westarinstitute.org	•	www.westarinstitute.org

(651) 200-2372

Westar Institute is a non-profit corporation under section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code.
Donations over and above the cost of membership are tax-deductible

W E S TA R  I N S T I T U T E



Dispatches

from the Board of Directors

I am not a believer in “human nature.” In postmodern thought, human nature is a creation 
of cultural history and language, not an essential and invariable element. Yet, to contradict 
myself, I have always noticed in life that human beings will not change unless there is a 

crisis. Maybe that is human nature.
The Westar community, staff, and Board of Directors have consistently pushed Westar to 

change not its mission, which remains scholarship in public for the public, but its mode of deliver-
ing scholarship to the public. The Board of Directors steadily heard from Associates that Westar 
needed to get online and to develop online programming. What we may have lacked was a crisis 
to change us. Then, along came COVID-19 and by way of sheer necessity Westar quickly got all 
its programming online. A crisis, and a reaction to a crisis!

COVID-19 is a tragedy and I am not making light of it. People suffer and thousands have 
died. It has also challenged and changed systems of education and forms of gatherings. For 
Westar this has meant the appearance, far more quickly than planned, of a new online presence 
as we continue to address the five priorities of Westar’s re-charged mission: 1) a Westar Think 
Tank, 2) a Westar Online Academy, 3) an alternate annual meeting schedule, 4) a Professional 
Membership, and 5) a Westar Speakers Bureau.

Paramount among the five priorities is establishing a Westar Online Academy, something 
that has been a Westar vision for years. I am pleased to announce that Celene Lillie has agreed 
to be the Academic Dean in charge of overseeing the new Westar Academy and the develop-
ment of its curriculum. Her first tasks will include defining the academy’s operations, identify-
ing the first courses in its curriculum, determining the participation of scholars, and deciding 
upon the best means of delivery to the public. Celene brings excellent experience both from 
the Tanho Centre and from her work as an online educator in university and church envi-
ronments. Celene is also an outstanding scholar who has added much diversity and new aca-
demic expertise to Westar’s JSOR program. Celene started as Dean of the Westar Academy in 
September. We hope to have the first offerings of the curriculum available to the public in early 
2021.

The Westar staff and Board of Directors look forward to working with Celene to develop 
the academy, and to providing another avenue for Westar to offer scholarship in public for the 
public. 

Are you looking for a good reason to donate to Westar or a good project to support finan-
cially? The academy fits the bill! I hope that Westar can continue to count on the vision and 
generosity of its members to support this and other new initiatives in Westar’s future.

Stay safe, stay well. 

Sincere good wishes,

David Galston
Westar Executive Director

he Westar Institute was created to conduct scholarship in religion in 
front of the public and to communicate the results of scholarship to  

the public. 
The academic study of religion has been well established in colleges and 

universities since the seventeenth century. However, the treasures of that 
scholarship have been buried in unintelligible jargon and have not been 
shared beyond academic circles. 

Westar conducts its research in public and shares the results of its research 
in accessible language. The Westar mission is twofold: to conduct responsible, 
critical research and to raise the level of public literacy in religion.

Religious literacy is important for:
 • understanding and engaging cultural diversity
 • developing informed and independent thought
 • guarding against religious fanaticism
 • liberation from religious bullies

Westar members:
 • alert the institute to public concerns and issues
 • participate in online and in-person programs
 • provide membership dues and contributions to support ongoing work
 • are the primary means of enlisting new members
 • work to make Westar scholarship come alive in community practice

Westar Seminars:
 • The Jesus Seminar (1985–1998)
 • The Paul Seminar (1993–2010)
 • The Christian Origins Seminar (2006–2009)
 • The Acts Seminar (2000–2011)
 • The Christianity Seminar, Phase I (2013–2020)
 • Seminar on God and the Human Future (2014–present)
 • The Christianity Seminar, Phase II (2020–present)

T
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